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ABSTRACT
THIRD GRADE STUDENTS’ PERCEPTIONS OF PORTFOLIOS
SEPTEMBER 2000
THOMAS M. JULIUS, B.A., TUFTS UNIVERSITY
M.Ed., ANTIOCH NEW ENGLAND GRADUATE SCHOOL
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Linda L. Griffin

This study examined elementary students' perceptions of portfolios and identified
instructional strategies that supported students' higher order thinking about portfolios.
The participants were 22 students and their teachers from two third grade classrooms
during the 1998-1999 school year. Data collection included: student and teacher
interviews, classroom and parent/teacher conference observations, portfolio artifacts,
teacher logs, and consultations with teachers. Student interviews were coded and scored
according to each student's depth of insight. Data were analyzed using the constant
comparison method for qualitative analysis. Student interviews were coded using The
Ethnograph software program. Two themes were derived from the data: portfolios
contribute to third grade students’ ability to self-reflect and to the development of
students’ sense of ownership in the classroom. Results of this study indicated that
students used portfolios to monitor their progress, students made judgments based on
physical features, choice was a factor in the portfolio process and, instructional strategies
supported higher order thinking.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Portfolios have been used for many years as a tool for reflection, assessment, and
evaluation by a variety of professionals such as artists, financial planners, and real estate
brokers. In the history of educational practice, however, portfolios are newly on the
scene. References to portfolios in educational literature are little more than eight years
old (Wolf, Bixby, Glenn & Gardner, 1991).
A portfolio is generally defined as a collection of student work that is used for
assessment and evaluative purposes by the teacher or student. The portfolio process
involves the myriad decisions that teachers and students are faced with when planning,
initiating, and reflecting on the use of portfolios in classrooms. Currently there is little
consensus in the educational community as to what the general purpose or intended
audience of a student's portfolio should be (Paulson & Paulson, 1990). There is also great
variety in the organization, use, and interpretation of portfolios (Farr & Tone, 1994).
In the 1980's educational policy makers latched onto portfolios as a way of
rendering large-scale norm-referenced tests obsolete (Herman & Winters, 1994). Many
educators anticipated the dawning of a new age in which actual student work would be
used to assess student performance and progress. Unfortunately, the vision of portfolio as
panacea has not met expectations. The information that comes from portfolios is often
complex, personal to the student, and hard to pin down in any of the quantitative ways
assessors use to establish reliability and validity (Koretz, 1994).
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While the value of portfolios for large-scale assessment is debated by policy
makers and impugned by educational pundits (Mosle, 1996), those in the trenches of
education continue to experiment with the process of portfolio production. Many teachers
find that portfolios provide a unique opportunity for students to be reflective about their
work, for parents to glimpse the depth of student learning, and for the teachers
themselves to evaluate student performance and to reflect on their practice (Salinger &
Chittenden, 1994).
In the past, the educational research has asked three major questions about the
portfolio process: (a) Can validity and reliability be established for portfolio assessment
programs? (b) What impact do portfolio programs have on the classroom teacher? (c)
What factors affect the implementation of portfolio programs? The bulk of portfolio
research has focused on teachers' and researchers' perceptions of portfolios. A limited
number of studies have investigated students' perceptions of portfolios and of the
portfolio process.
The work of van Kraayenoord and Paris (1997) was one of the few attempts to get
students' perspectives of portfolios. Van Kraayenoord and Paris designed the
Worksamples interview technique to examine students' thinking about their classroom
work. Results of the study showed that third, fourth and fifth grade students can use
portfolios to accurately self-appraise their progress. Results also showed that the
Worksamples interview technique could be used to assess the metacognitive abilities of
the students. Van Kraayenoord and Paris, however, did not look at student's ability to
self-appraise portfolio work over time and they did not identify the classroom situations
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which encourage the metacognitive and higher order thinking skills involved in the
portfolio process.

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to (a) examine elementary students' perceptions of
what they learn about themselves through the use of portfolios and (b) identify classroom
strategies that support students' higher order thinking about portfolios.

Research Questions
1. How do students describe the portfolio process?
2. What ways do students view portfolios as contributing to their learning?
3. How do students use portfolios to describe their learning?
4. What classroom strategies encourage students' higher order thinking about portfolios?

Significance of the Study
This study is significant for several reasons. First, educational research has
offered a limited view of the role of student perceptions in the classroom (Schunk &
Meece, 1992). This has been true specifically in studies of portfolios. There has been
extensive writing about teachers' perceptions of portfolios, but there has been little
research about students' perceptions of portfolios. Student voices have been missing from
portfolio research.
Portfolio practice requires students to take more responsibility for collecting and
reviewing their work than do traditional forms of student evaluation. However, when
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teachers introduce portfolios in the classroom they often require students to take
ownership of the portfolio process without the benefit of knowing what students think
about portfolios (Paris, Turner, Muchmore & Perry, 1995). Results of this study provide
educators with information about portfolio practice based on classroom observations,
talking with teachers and, listening more closely to students' perspectives.
Secondly, this study informs educators about portfolio practice and strategies that
encourage students' cognitive and metacognitive processes. Research in cognitive
psychology indicates that people learn by constructing personal knowledge through
exploration, reflection, and active learning (Herman, Aschbacher & Winters, 1992). The
development of higher order thinking skills requires learners to think about their thinking
using metacognitive mental processes such as planning, organizing, monitoring,
evaluating, revising, and identifying a variety of effective learning strategies (Shuell,
1986; Flavell, 1985). Educational writers credit portfolios as being a useful device for
encouraging metacognitive processes (Ashelman & Lenhoff, 1994). This study will
examine the ways in which students use portfolios for thinking about their learning.
Finally, this study will help teacher educators gain new insights that may enhance
their work with preservice and inservice teachers regarding the use of portfolios in the
classroom. There are many aspects of teaching that preservice and inservice teachers
must implement without the benefit of guidelines or coaching. It would be impossible to
anticipate every situation a teacher will encounter, but specific suggestions for integrating
portfolios into the classroom will encourage preservice and inservice teachers to consider
designing curriculum for higher order thinking skills early in their career.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
Introduction
The purpose of this chapter is to examine the body of literature about portfolio
practice in elementary education. In the introduction, I will define some educational
terms concerning portfolios. Second, I will review the educational history leading up to
portfolio practice. Third, I will survey a variety of models of portfolios. Fourth, I will
review portfolio research.
To begin, I will define what is meant by a portfolio in general terms. I will also
review some other educational terminology that relates to portfolio practice. Simply put,
portfolios are collections of student work in school. Portfolios are based on two
underlying assumptions: (a) students can demonstrate what they have learned through
organized collections of work, and (b) students' learning can be assessed through these
collections (Seidel, et al., 1997). Ashelman and Lenhoff (1994) viewed portfolios as a
way of taking assessment out of the realm of testing and quantitative measurement. They
described portfolios as a complex, multidimensional dynamic that emphasizes
development of metacognitive strategies, empowerment and responsive classroom
practice. Some educators regard portfolios the intersection of instruction and assessment
because they represent both the teacher’s assignments and the students’ work (Ashelman
& Lenhoff, 1994; Paulson & Paulson, 1990).
Teachers in Provincetown, Massachusetts wrote a compendium of their thinking
about portfolios have devised as accurate and concise a definition of a portfolio as I have
seen. They define a portfolio as:
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...a careful and conscious collection of students' work which provides a
multidimensional picture of a student's learning over time, accounts for both
process and products, and includes the active participation of students in thenown learning. (Jervis, 1996, p. 21)
This definition embodies my own sense of the potential that portfolios bring to the way
educators think about and understand students' learning.
Portfolios, however, can be many different things to different people. A
"portfolio" can mean anything from a manila folder with examples of a student's writing
to a file of carefully indexed artifacts spanning several years of a student's school
experience (Graves & Sunstein, 1992). Portfolio contents may be compiled securely in a
sturdy box, amassed casually in a cloth bag or stored electronically on computer.
Portfolios are used in a wide variety of settings, from kindergarten to graduate school,
within individual classrooms, across grade levels, and statewide (Elbow & Belanofif,
1997). Schools have instituted portfolios to assess many subject areas, such as writing,
math, social studies, science and cross-curriculum projects. Portfolios are used for
personal self-reflection, assessment of basic skills competence, as a prerequisite for high
school graduation, as a step in receiving a teaching certificate and in preparation for job
or college applications (Arter, 1990; Wade & Yarbrough, 1996).
There is an equally varying array of rationale for portfolio use. Portfolios have
been touted as a way to integrate reading and writing skills, to encourage student
ownership, to support student-teacher interaction and to promote good instructional
planning (Farr & Tone, 1994). Students that use portfolios are seen as engaging in
metacogmtive strategies (Ashelman & Lenhofif, 1994) and collaborating in the
assessment process (Airasian, 1994). Practitioners reported that portfolios contribute to a
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teacher's deeper understanding of individual students and to teachers' general knowledge
about and theoretical understanding of literacy learning and human development
(Salinger & Chittenden, 1994). Portfolios are used for reporting to parents, and for
assessing programs (Calfee & Perfumo, 1996). The process used to create, maintain and
assess portfolios may involve a regiment of participants, including the student, teacher,
curriculum specialists and parents, as well as school, district and state administrators. The
number of stakeholders rises exponentially to include the general community when
portfolios are used for large-scale assessment.
Portfolios have been strongly identified with a trend of the last twelve years
referred to as alternative assessment. In this context, the word "alternative'' is used to
discriminate between multiple-choice, fill-in-the-blank testing and those assessment
practices that utilize students' performance in a wide variety of classroom activities.
Herman, Aschbacher and Winters (1992) clarify some of the new phrases used to identify
alternative practices:
These include alternative assessment, authentic assessment and performancebased assessment. We use these terms synonymously to mean variants of
performance assessment that require students to actively accomplish complex and
significant tasks, while bringing to bear prior knowledge, recent learning and
relevant skills to solve realistic or authentic problems. Exhibitions, investigations,
demonstrations, written or oral responses, journals, and portfolios are examples of
the assessment alternatives we think of when we use the term "alternative
assessment." (p.2)
Both educators and the general public often use the words assessment and
evaluation synonymously. The linguistic roots of the words assessment and evaluation
demonstrate the difference between the two. Assessment has its origin in the Latin
"assidere," to sit beside, be an assistant judge. I imagine an assessor sitting next to the
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thing or person being assessed, taking notes, measuring, accumulating data. For
educational purposes, Airasian (1994) defined assessment as a "collection, synthesis, and
interpretation of information to aid the teacher in decision making" (p.7).
Evaluate comes from the Latin "valere," to be strong, be of value (The American
Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, 1981). An evaluator determines what in the
data collected by the assessor is of value and assigns a level of quality or goodness to a
performance or course of action. An assessment is the gathering of information by which
an evaluation is made.
The conventional form of assessment, a test, is a formal, systematic, usually
paper-and-pencil procedure for gathering information (Airasian, 1994, p. 7). A
quantifiable score or grade is used to measure performance on a test. When the word test
or testing is used in this paper it will refer to one type of assessment practice, usually
paper-and-pencil, often in a multiple choice or fill-in-the-blank format. Assessment will
be used as a broader term that encompasses paper-and-pencil tests, as well as essays, oral
exams, team projects, documented observations, interviews, behavioral checklists and
other assessment practices. Therefore, tests and portfolios are both types of assessments
by which an evaluation is made of student learning.
In this chapter, I will show how these definitions have been applied to what is
currently referred to as a portfolio, and I will describe the wide range of portfolio
practice. Next I will trace the origins of portfolios in the history of educational
assessment, especially as it has evolved from two trends, educational testing and
progressive educational theory.
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Origins of Portfolios in the History of Education
In the early 1990's portfolios seemed to spring forth almost out of thin air onto the
educational scene. A rush of books were published outlining recommended portfolio
practice (Batzle, 1992; Clemmons, Lasse, Cooper, Areglado & Dill, 1993; Jasmine
1992). States such as Vermont experimented with large-scale portfolio assessment, and
there was a small but growing research base about portfolios (Herman & Winters, 1994).
It was difficult to attend an educational conference without a portfolio workshop being on
the list of sessions offered.
The use of portfolios in education has evolved from a diverse background and
spans over the course of the twentieth century. Portfolios emerged as a response to, and a
logical consequence of, several cultural and educational trends including large-scale
testing, national security, experiential education, constructivism and the whole language
movement. Later in this paper I will show how the apparent novelty of portfolios in
education actually has deep roots in educational practice and research.
In particular, portfolios are the result of two historical educational forces:
educational testing and the progressive education movement. The interplay between these
two trends provided major educational breakthroughs and fierce political debates. I will
briefly trace the development of large-scale educational testing in the United States and
then contrast it with the concurrent history of progressive educational movements.
Educational Testing
Binet, Simon and Terman are widely recognized as the intellectual “godfathers”
of the educational testing movement (Pulliam, 1987). They pioneered the use of
quantitative measurement techniques in the study of human intelligence. The Simon9

Binet Test, published in France in 1906, was the first instrument to study intelligence by
using norm-referencing, the measurement of the deviation from the mean differences
between and within groups of people. Ten years later, Lewis Terman produced the
Stanford University version of that test. Terman's Stanford-Binet test was used by the
United States in World War I for gathering large-scale data on the intelligence of
soldiers. In 1923 he extended this work in to education with the Stanford Achievement
Test. This created a model for tests still used in many public schools today and a basis for
new programs, curriculum changes, ability grouping and a host of other educational
initiatives.
In the 1920's and 1930's large-scale assessment gained momentum as institutions
sought ways to establish accreditation criteria. In 1947 the establishment of the
Educational Testing Service (ETS), a private, non-profit organization devoted to
educational measurement primarily through norm-referenced testing, solidified the
supremacy of standardized tests as the ultimate assessment tool (Cole, Ryan & Kick,
1995). Today ETS develops and administers millions of achievement and admissions
tests in over 180 countries (Educational Testing Service, 1997). While some of these
educational tests, such as the SAT, are not direct outgrowths of intelligence tests, their
proliferation is difficult to envision without the foundation of the Stanford-Binet and
other intelligence tests (Gardner, 1992).
Cultural and social crises, real or imagined, have historically ignited public
demand for "accountability’' in public schools and have fueled the continual dominance
of standardized tests in educational testing. After World War II the communist threat and
ensuing Cold War led to the Sputnik crisis of 1957. The launching of the rocket by
10

Russia and America's apparent inability to keep pace with Russian scientific
advancement were translated into a need for increased emphasis on science and
mathematics in American schools and resulted in even more widespread large-scale
testing (Pulliam, 1987).
The 1980's reports by private and federal commissions, such as Nation At Risk,
once again purported that American students were falling behind students from other
countries. This time the perceived threat to national security was economic rather than
scientific, as the United States' dominant share of world trade markets began to be
undercut by industrially emerging nations such as Japan, Philippines, Germany and the
Scandinavian countries. A renewed call for schools to be more accountable for students'
learning ensued. Writers such as Hirsch in his book. Cultural Literacy (1987) and Bloom
in The Closing of the American Mind (1987) caused many parents, public officials and
professional educators to question schools' effectiveness and seek higher standards that
could be tested on a national scale, administered under uniform conditions and nationally
normed so that the maximum comparability was possible.
The public call to increase standards and students' performance was accompanied
by an increased use of proficiency exams to certify students' mastery of subject area
skills. It was partly in response to the increased use of proficiency exams that some
educators began to experiment with portfolio assessment. In 1984 at the State University
of New York (SUNY) Stony Brook portfolios were made an official procedure in the
freshman writing courses (Belanoff & Dickson, 1991). The state of Vermont unveiled a
statewide portfolio system for assessing public school's writing programs in 1990.
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Elbow and Belanoff (1997), founders of the SUNY/Stony Brook program,
acknowledge the educational and cultural milieu that portfolios emerged from:
In retrospect, what was striking was the urgent and growing pressure for
assessment, assessment, assessment...This greater than usual pressure for testing
and bottom line, single dimensional numbers was the matrix for a greater than
usual hunger for an alternative way to assess student writing and learning. Thus
the events at Stony Brook were a paradigm of the times, (p.22)
These programs were by no means characteristic of a national trend away from normreferenced standardized testing. As I will explain, however, they represented an offshoot
of educational testing that became the image associated with portfolios in the minds of
many people.
Recently, the prominent stature of large-scale assessment in the view of the public
and of policy makers has become a focus of national domestic policy. President Clinton
has established national student tests as one of his administration's top domestic-policy
priorities. In response to the president's initiative, the U. S. Department of Education has
begun to devise a voluntary national test for fourth grade students in reading and for
eighth grade students in mathematics. This action marked the first involvement by the
federal government to establish of widespread standardized testing.
This history is the milieu in which portfolios have emerged as an important new
assessment strategy. In the next section, I will show how portfolios have developed as a
reaction to the large-scale educational testing tradition. Later in this paper I will show
how educational testing theory has had an impact on portfolio practice and research.
Progressive Education
At the same time that educational testing established a firm foothold in a
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American schools, progressivism was another thread weaving its way through
educational history which influenced classroom practice. Many current educational
practices have been tried in some form by progressive educators: inquiry-based
instruction, mastery learning, individualized instruction, flexible scheduling, multi-age
grouping, whole language instruction, team teaching and non-graded schools can all trace
their antecedents to educators associated with progressive education (Pulliam, 1987).
Educational organizations and movements have used the word "progressive" to
identify themselves, the most prominent being the Progressive Education Association
(PEA). There have also been many educators, psychologists and social reformers whose
work is similar to or draws significantly from a progressive tradition. Smith (1926), a
leader of the PEA, stressed that education must serve the needs of the "whole child."
Smith emphasized that education touches all parts of a student's life that educators must
think in terms of the complete human being, mental, physical and emotional.
The importance of schools addressing the well being of the "complete," or
"whole," student is a distinguishing feature of progressive educational philosophy.
Kilpatrick (1930), a major proponent for progressive education, provided a definition of
what a progressive educator is not when he characterized conventional educators this
way:
They go on stressing grades and marks, tests, examination credits and regents'
counts and they do nothing to interfere with the bad effects of such...and worse
still they look on these grades and credits and counts as education. They sacrifice
the real education to these signs and symbols, (p. 385)
There have been other writers through history whose thinking resonated with
Smith and Kirkpatrick's point of view. These are writers and philosophers who are linked

13

to progressive education because in their practice and writings they put forth a
philosophy, which stated that children learn best through activity rather than passive
reception. They emphasized learning more than instruction. They called for attention to
the needs of the whole child through the primacy of art, music and physical activity in
addition to knowledge in the academic subjects.
The roots of progressivism are far deeper than its appearance in American
education. Miller (1990) traced its origins to the social romanticism of Rousseau, to the
writings of philosopher and reformer Pestalozzi and to the father of the modem
kindergarten, Froebel. In the United States progressive education drew from the
transcendentalists' notion of the primacy of individuality and personal spiritual
development, as in the writings of Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau. In
1894 the public school reformer Francis W. Parker called for schools to respect the
creative activity of the child and to experiment with cross-curricular integration of subject
matter (Pulliam, 1987).
American educational progressivism formally had its start through the Progressive
Education Association (PEA) at the first PEA convention in 1919. The principles of the
PEA were based on the educational philosophy of Dewey (Miller, 1990). Progressive
educators shared with Dewey the belief that strict academic learning was not an
acceptable substitute for first-hand experience. Dewey's insistence that education is a
social process in which creative activity and human experience are central, and that
children require the freedom to develop naturally became central tenets of progressive
education.

14

The PEA charter members adopted guiding principles for progressive schools that
included the scientific study of students' development. Nonetheless, they distinguished
themselves from the formal educational testing proponents of the time by emphasizing
that school records should not be confined to grades, that subjective as well as objective
reports of student progress should be included and that records should "serve to focus on
the all-important work of development rather than on simply teaching subject matter"
(Pulliam, 1987, p. 158). The progressives were explicit in their objections to educational
and psychological testing. As early as 1930, Kilpatrick (1930) wrote in the journal
Progressive Education.

The wrong kind of science wishes us to study a child but forget his personality,
wishes us to begin, not with "the whole" child, but with little pieces of
knowledge, separate skills, separate habits and the like. To begin by cutting up
life and the child in this fashion is, I think, to fail to care for the whole child, (p.
383)
Eighteen years later Caroline Pratt, in her book I Learn from Children (1948),
exemplified the subjective, anecdotal style of student evaluation favored by many
progressive educators of the time. Curiously, nowhere in this carefully crafted book
documenting the work of teachers and students at the progressive City and Country
School in New York City does Pratt mention formal assessment carried out at the school.
Pratt and many of her contemporaries were more concerned with leading education away
from "a series of exercises" and "into the world of concrete experience." She
characteristically dismisses the effectiveness of educational testing with a story:
I remember how one expert's faith in the Binet intelligence tests declined when
she found on the basis of her tests of the children from year to year that human
intelligence is not after all fixed at birth, that it can grow if given the right kind of
nourishment to grow on! (p. 58)
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Both Kilpatrick (1930) and Pratt (1948) wrote at a time when their point of view
was in the minority. There was considerable public trust and hope that education could be
better understood via quantification and measurement. There also were educators who
identified themselves as progressives and who took to heart the importance of students as
individuals, but who maintained an emphasis on programmed instruction. Carleton
Washbume and the Winnetka Plan, established in 1914, divided the curriculum between
common essentials and activities. He supported a project-oriented approach that also
included the scientific study of student development and individualized instruction with
pre-tests, practice exercises and final tests. Washbume and the educators of the Winnetka
public school district interpreted students' freedom to develop naturally as expressed
through the arts but saw individual progress as best guided by diagnostic tests to see if the
child was ready for the next level of work (Washbume, 1963).
Perhaps the best description of how students' progress was measured in
progressive schools comes from the Commission on the Relation of School and College
in their exhaustive, eight year study of thirty progressive secondary schools. William
Aiken (1942) reports in The Story of the Eight Year Study that "...the staff [of the
Commission] taught hundreds of teachers how to devise their own test. The effect of a
unique unit of work, designed to bring about certain changes in students, should be
measured by a test specifically made for that situation" (Aiken, 1942). Aiken goes on to
list myriad evaluation instruments in all subject areas that teachers could chose from to
meet the needs of the student. The progressive educators' notion that a test should be
designed for the individual student was very different than the widely accepted practice
of large-scale, standardized testing.
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The progressives in the Eight Year Study laid the foundation for what would
become portfolio evaluation by emphasizing that evaluation should not be limited to
multiple-choice examinations:
...various techniques of thinking may be evidenced through more novel types of
test materials.... such as observational records, anecdotal records, questionnaires,
interviews, check lists, records of activities, products made, and the like. (Aiken,
1942, p. 93)
Aiken's (1942) call for a wider range of techniques to be used for evaluation is a
resounding overture foreshadowing portfolio theory to come some forty years later. In
fact, his list of techniques is remarkably close to lists that can be found in the present
literature on portfolio practice.
The Eight Year Study provided direction for other educational trends that are part
of modem day portfolios. The report emphasized that evaluation and teaching belong
together. Many of the thirty schools in the study had students and teachers, together,
determine objectives and plan how to accomplish them. Teachers and students
collaborated to plan the work, carry it through and test results (Aiken, 1942). Further on
in this section I will show how the progressive educators' practice of having students
participate in the construction of curriculum and evaluation led to what is now known as
integrated day philosophy, whole language process pedagogy, constructivist learning
theory and ultimately to the development of student portfolios.
The Eight Year Study was completed in 1938 and its results published in 1942.
The Commission's conclusions in support of progressive education were lost amid the
country's increasing participation in World War II. The Cold War and the fear of
communism reached a peak of frenzy during the McCarthyism of the early 1950's and the
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Sputnik crisis of 1957. The demands of the American people, who perceived themselves
under siege by threatening international forces, inspired educators to look for quick fixes
to the general public's fears. This led to an increased call for standardization of
curriculum and testing countrywide. Large-scale, norm-referenced, educational tests
provided the kind of quantifiable information that satisfied people's apprehensions about
the adequacy of a public school education. Perhaps not coincidentally, the PEA and the
journal Progressive Education disbanded in 1957, the same year as the Sputnik rocket
launch.
While reactionary ideologies were dominating American education and culture, a
different trend was happening in England which would eventually cross the ocean and
revive the progressive movement in the United States. During World War II significant
numbers of English children were sent out of the cities, away from the wartime bombing,
to the more secure countryside. Progressive, project-oriented, multi-age classrooms
thrived in the rural village schools. A hallmark of these schools was the integration of
subject areas into curricular themes. This approach became known as integrated day
philosophy. In the 1967 "Plowden Report" the Secretary of State for Education and
Science in England officially recognized integrated day pedagogy as an important
national educational movement (Murrow & Murrow, 1971).
The effect of the English integrated day approach on American educators can be
seen as early as 1959 in Goodlad's book The NongradedElementary School. In addition
to calling for grade levels to be abolished, Goodlad presaged portfolio practice when he
suggested that a permanent folder with:
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...selected and typical samples of the child's efforts could in creative writing, in
graphic art... serve not only as the basis of periodic review of his progress, but
also in the aggregate as a panoramic view of the child's total development, (p. 112)
Inspired by the integrated day schools in England and fueled by a renewed
political liberalism, American progressive educational values became prominent again in
the late 1960's and 1970's. The major social movements in the 1960's, civil rights, anti¬
war protests as well as a vision of government as leading the way in solving domestic
social needs were accompanied by radical educators who applied the 1960's critique of
society to the public schools (Miller, 1990). Writers such as Holt, Kohl, and Silberman
vehemently opposed the conformity of subject-centered public schools. These writers
condemned schools as places designed to control students in a regimented manner.
Educators and many in the general public demanded relevant programs geared to
students' needs and desires and based on the students' experience as the ultimate teacher.
Pulliam (1987) described them as, "Calling for free and open education, these authors
emphasize the development of self-concept, problem solving, the ability to make
reasonable choices, and humanistic attitudes" (p. 212), a philosophy similar to Dewey's
and to the principles of the PEA.
This latest call for openness and attention to the individual in schools led to a
wide variety of new programs in schools such as sex and drug education and programs
designed to increase multicultural awareness. Colleges and universities also responded
with new experiential programs. At the University of Massachusetts/Amherst the
University Without Walls (UWW) (Bernhard, 1997) was established in 1971 to meet the
needs of adults whose work, family obligations, or other life circumstances made full¬
time classroom attendance difficult. Many of these experiential programs were
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philosophically and conceptually opposed to the letter-graded system of evaluating
student progress. They began to experiment with collections of evidence of student work
and narrative-based evaluations.
Students in the UWW program have maintained a "prior learning portfolio" since
the inception of the program (Bernhard, 1997). The portfolio includes reflective writing,
peer review and rewriting. UWW and other experiential educators around the country
were not using the term "portfolio" in 1971. Programs like UWW, however, were built
from the foundation of progressive education, using the social and critical tools of the
1960's to construct what we know now as portfolio evaluation.
It did not take long for a backlash in American culture against the social
initiatives of 1960's and 1970's. The election of Ronald Reagan as president in 1980
signaled a change that would bring sweeping conservative reforms to the United States.
Paralleling trends in the general culture, education and the progressive experiments of the
open and experiential educators received criticism from educational pundits such as
Bloom (1987). Many progressive educational programs did not survive this public
scrutiny. Some programs, however, were able to change with the times and use the
criticism to their advantage. For example, UWW faced substantial criticism in the early
1980's for not having clearly defined criteria and standards when granting credit for the
prior learning portfolio. In response UWW developed a three level evaluation process
that requires the degree candidate to demonstrate evidence of prior acquired learning,
critical thinking and an understanding of their field.
A progressive educational trend that surfaced in the 1980's was the whole
language movement. Whole language is a reading instruction technique that uses whole
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texts for instruction before examining words and individual letter sounds (McBrien &
Brandt, 1997). Whole language teachers rebelled against the use of phonics in early
elementary grades, believing that drilling vowel and consonant sounds were detrimental
for children to develop a love of reading. Similar to the progressive educators who
preceded them, whole language proponents viewed children as thriving within a
classroom that attended to the whole child. Whole language teachers took exception to
the conventional approach of breaking the curriculum into separate and discrete parts that
do not have a direct association with children's experience.
Unlike the educators of the 1960's whole language advocates buttressed their
approach with specific ideas about the importance of assessing children's progress.
Researchers described whole language evaluation as: (a) ongoing, (b) using behavior as
an indicator of the student's developing knowledge and competence and (c) utilizing a
variety of evaluative techniques to view the child's work (Goodman, Goodman & Hood,
1989). Whole language researchers disseminated observational strategies, self-evaluation
procedures, and formal and informal assessments that gave theoretical and practical
direction to classroom teachers (Routman, 1991). Not only did whole language
proponents articulate specific techniques for evaluation they drew a line in the sand
between the whole language evaluation of reading and the conventional educational
testing approach to evaluation. They viewed standardized or multiple choice tests on
lectures and textbooks as being in direct conflict with the whole language teacher's view
of teaching and learning (Goodman, Goodman & Hood, 1989).
Concurrent with the development of whole language practice, portfolios began to
emerge in education. As mentioned earlier. Elbow and Belanoff established the SUNY at
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Stony Brook portfolio procedure in 1984, and in 1990 the state of Vermont began to
assess school writing programs using portfolio assessment. The echoes of the PEA
principles and Kilpatrick's attack on conventional testing and grading in 1930 can be
heard in Elbow's and Belanoffs (1997) contemporary assertion that conventional testing
and grading is inadequate to understanding student learning:
Portfolios kick back not only at conventional holistic scoring but even at grading
in general. That is...that no complex performance can be accurately summed up in
a single number because it almost always has stronger or weaker aspects or
dimensions...(p.28)
These portfolio programs drew directly from the traditions of progressive
educational thinking, whole language pedagogy and another progressive trend,
constructivist learning theory. The connection between educational assessment and the
progressive view of students as active learners had not been made until whole language
pedagogy was linked with constructivist thinking. In conventional testing practices, the
norm-referenced standardized tests were produced, assessed and evaluated with student
participation minimized as much as possible. The progressive educators, up until this
time, envisioned collaboration between student and teacher, and wrote about
collaboration, but lacked carefully articulated strategies for the implementation of
collaborative assessment in the classroom. Cognitive developmental researchers and
whole language teachers linked the students’ work and the assessment into one dynamic
whole.
Constructivist pedagogy is an approach to teaching based on research about how
people learn. Proponents of constructivism contend that each individual constructs
personal knowledge through exploration and active learning (McBrien & Brandt, 1997).
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Constructivists view learners as constantly searching for meaning, seeking patterns and
forming connections to their experiences. Research in cognitive psychology indicated
that learning is not linear, that learners are active by nature, that intelligence is not a
singular, fixed capability, that learning is a social enterprise and that higher order
thinking requires metacognitive mental processes (Herman, Aschbacher & Winters,
(1992).
Constructivism and several related new educational trends, such as brain-based
learning, multiple intelligences and authentic learning, all share a common heritage as
well as some important notions about cognitive development. A seminal starting point of
these approaches was the work of Piaget. According to Piaget's view, children pass
through various stages in their cognitive development and each of these stages builds on
the previous ones in the process of the child constructing new levels of understanding.
Although few investigators hold a literal view of cognitive stage development (Gardner,
1992), Piaget's research revealed that complex mental processes underlie learning.
Piaget's work led other theorists, such as Gardner, to reassert, as the progressives had
been doing for some time, that learners interact dynamically with their environment in the
search for meaning and the construction of knowledge.
Another area of research that informs the constructivist theory of learning is the
study of metacognition. Metacognition is defined as the process by which we monitor and
self-regulate our cognitive activity, essentially it is thinking about our thinking (Flavell,
Miller & Miller, 1993). It is believed to be an important factor in most learning
enterprises including: reading comprehension, writing, language acquisition, attention,
memory, problem solving, and logical reasoning. When students are confronted with a
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new cognitive task it is the metacognitive processing that enables them to reflect on their
experience, select an appropriate strategy and monitor the results of our efforts. Students
employ metacognitive awareness as they make a plan, organize materials, check back,
compare, revise, or use any of various learning strategies when confronted by a difficult
task.
Similarities between the progressives and constructivists abound. Both view
students as active and engaged with the world in the process of learning. Both view the
social context as important to cognitive development; both envision the role of the
teacher as guide rather than taskmaster. Furthermore, the constructivists have located
progressive principles in psychological and physiological research in ways that were not
available to the progressives. Their research has been instrumental in a resurgence of
progressive practices in the classroom, including the use of portfolio evaluation. Smith
(1997) placed portfolios squarely in the constructivist context:
...individuals, are expected to care, to keep tabs on, and take responsibility for
their progress because they are asked to do the following:
• actively build knowledge, not just consume it;
• read and write everyday with peers and their teacher;
• and think about and evaluate their own work. (p. 146)
Out of this primordial educational soup of the Stanford Achievement Test, the
Progressive Education Association, A Nation At Risk, a whole language approach to
reading and constructivist classrooms has emerged portfolio evaluation. Portfolios exist
with other recent trends in educational assessment at the crossroads of educational testing
and progressive educational theory. Portfolios in education are a result of a long tradition
of progressive educational thinking and the need for teachers, students, families and
communities to have specific information about how students progress in school.
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Many progressive educators have seen portfolios as a possible replacement for the
multiple-choice, norm-referenced, large-scale assessment that has dominated educational
testing for the last seventy years. These progressive thinkers have much to compete with,
given the preoccupation of educators and the general public with norm-referenced,
standardized testing. Nevertheless, others see a paradigm shift, a fundamental change
from an earlier reliance on conventional testing techniques (Calfee & Perfumo, 1996).
New progressive thinkers are not shying away from integrating educational testing with
progressive principles. They want to regain control over both testing and instruction,
rethink diploma requirements and set clear appropriate, rigorous standards (Wiggins,
1989). Assessment is no longer an either/or proposition. Researchers such as Herman,
Aschbacher and Winters (1992) advocated new trends in assessment that indicated
changes from a behavioral to a cognitive view of learning, from single occasion
assessment to sampling over time and from single attribute assessment to multi¬
dimensional assessments.
These trends are characteristic of the work that has been done in portfolio
assessment over the last fifteen years. As I will demonstrate in the next section of this
chapter, proponents of large-scale standardized educational testing and hard-line
progressives have both been experimenting with portfolio assessment. The next section
will be a review of portfolio theory and the models of portfolio practice prevalent today.

Models of Portfolio Practice
As I noted in the previous section of this chapter, the conceptual frameworks and
practical applications of portfolio theory have evolved as part of an iterative process. By
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1991 SUNY/Stony Brook had experimented with portfolios for seven years, the state of
Vermont had a year of experience with the implementation of a state-wide portfolio
assessment and Arts PROPEL had already completed a five year project exploring
portfolio techniques for visual art, music and imaginative writing. In the early 1990's
there was a rush of articles and books about portfolios as educators struggled to describe
the process and phenomenon of portfolio practice as it emerged in schools and
classrooms. Much of the conceptual and theoretical writing about portfolios was a
consequence of educators describing new happenings in classrooms that they had not
seen before (Yancey & Weiser, 1997). This grassroots experimentation resulted in a great
variety of portfolios in use today.
In this section I examine conceptual models of portfolios and some examples of
portfolio assessment as it is being practiced in schools. The models I will review include
theories underlying portfolio practice, types of portfolios, models of the portfolio process
and examples of portfolio use in schools.
Theory Underlying Practice
Batzle is one of many authors (Clemmons et al., 1993; De Fina, 1992; Jasmine,
1992) who in the early 1990's published books intended to guide teachers in developing
portfolio practices. The underlying principles for portfolio practice, which Batzle cites,
represent typical advice given by these authors to educators considering the use of
portfolios in the classroom. Although variations of emphasis and nomenclature appear
among various author's principles, the underlying theories presented by these and other
proponents of portfolio practice are similar enough that using one author's framework
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will serve as a general example. Batzle (1992) stated that portfolio assessment and
evaluation:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

is ongoing and gathered over time,
embraces different developmental levels,
matches and guides instruction,
is unique to each child,
emphasizes what kids know,
involves teachers and children conferencing together and
provides a variety of evidence through process and product samples, (p. 12-19)

These principles and assumptions behind them appeared in other models of portfolio
practice. Therefore, it will be helpful to describe each principle. In doing this, I will use
the assumptions put forth by portfolio practitioners as a way to view portfolio assessment
in comparison to conventional multiple choice, fill-in-the-blank educational assessment.
1. Portfolios are ongoing and gathered over time. Samples of student work are
selected for the portfolio throughout the school year to create a composite view of a
student's learning. These may include several drafts of a story and the final published
version, series of sketches that lead to a finished piece of artwork or examples of a
student's math problem-solving strategies collected in September, January and June. By
gathering a variety of evidence over time there is an opportunity to glimpse students’
learning process as well as the resulting product.
Conventional, single answer, paper and pencil testing situations may also be given
regularly throughout the school year. These tests demonstrate only whether the student
knows those questions asked on the test. The acquisition of knowledge which is revealed
on paper and pencil tasks, such as multiple choice tests, is certainly helpful to a teacher in
assessing students' understanding of basic facts and procedures; however requisite insight
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is not gained as to the students’ process of learning by either the teacher or the student.
Further limitations of single answer tests are exemplified in the next principle.
2. Portfolio evaluation embraces different developmental levels. There are cases
of teachers compiling tests and commercially designed workbook pages into a folder and
calling it a portfolio; however, this practice is not commonly regarded as portfolio
evaluation. Generally, portfolios are collections of student responses to open-ended
performance assessments such as writing samples, math problem-solving tasks,
audio/video-tapes of a student performance and selections of student produced art. This
means that portfolios contain a variety of types of indicators providing a
multidimensional perspective of a student's progress (Lescher, 1995).
Portfolios often include samples of the same open-ended activity, known as a
"prompt," given to a large group of students. Typical examples of prompts include
essays, analyses of scientific data and explanations of mathematical problem-solving.
These are demonstrations of learning that allow for a variety of methods for arriving at an
acceptable solution. When students participate in the same open-ended activity the
teacher has the opportunity to view not only a student’s knowledge of the subject area but
students' different levels of understanding. A multiple choice or fill-in-the blank test does
not allow for the same degree of flexibility of response in students' answers. Single
answer tests show the range of students' abilities to recall information, but not the depth
of students' thinking.
3. Portfolio assessment and evaluation matches and guides instruction. As
teachers increasingly engaged in instructional practices such as whole language, writing
process and integrated math and science programs they have also sought to assess
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learning in ways that coincide with those methods. One of the common features of these
instructional techniques is that essential knowledge and skills, rather than being taught in
isolation, are taught as a part of students being engaged with writing, problem-solving
and investigating. A teacher may look at students’ science project and assess not only the
students’ knowledge in the science domain but also the students’ skill with written
language.
Portfolios are often used to showcase what a student learned across domains of
knowledge, in other words, as a measure of where they have been and what they have
accomplished (De Fina, 1992). Portfolios "...use multiple indicators and data sources to
inform and guide instruction and to put the learner in charge of the evaluation process"
(Routman, 1991, p. 330). The crossing of curricular areas rarely happens in conventional
educational assessment. Single answer tests are commonly used to group students by
ability level but do not often affect teaching practice.
4. A portfolio is unique to each child. When students are involved in selecting the
work that goes into their portfolios the result is that no two portfolios look the same. The
samples in a portfolio may reveal life experiences, personal interests and talents as well
as academic progress. This becomes especially evident when a part of the portfolio
process is student self-reflection, a "kind of mindfulness grows out of the capacity to
judge and refine one's work and efforts before, during and after one has attempted to
accomplish them... the practice of reflection is profoundly lacking in most school settings
and in virtually all forms of traditional testing measures" (Zessoules & Gardner, 1991, p.
55). Zessoules & Gardner's point applies particularly to school records. School files
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comprised of single answer tests look unvaryingly the same, the only variation coming in
the range of responses. Portfolios are a significant break from this tradition.
5. Portfolio evaluation emphasizes what students. The act of viewing examples of
students' responses to open-ended tasks assumes that the students already possess skills,
which will aid them to demonstrate the new knowledge that the teacher wishes to assess.
When examining portfolio samples the teacher may notice skills the students have which
the teacher was not intending to assess and did not anticipate. For example, while
examining a student's science lab report a teacher can assess a student's technical skill
and also his or her ability to represent information. In contrast, conventional paper and
pencil tests do not allow for any variation from the specific items to be measured by the
test. The emphasis is on information that resides with the teacher rather than with the
student.
6. The portfolio process involves teachers and students conferencing together.
These may be five to ten minute meetings to review the portfolio contents. They may also
be longer conferences in which students conduct a portfolio presentation the teacher helps
students gain perspective on their progress, and goals are set for future learning.
An increasingly common use of portfolios is for student-led parent teacher
conferencing. In the case of student-led conferences the family, teacher and student
collaborate to set learning goals with the student and to advance the student's progress.
Student-led conferences provide a stark contrast to the conventional parent-teacher
conference in which the teacher is the sole reporter of the student's work.
7. Portfolios provide a variety of evidence through process and product work
samples. The list of artifacts that could be included in a portfolio is only limited by the
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range of learning activities conducted in classrooms and created by students. Portfolios
frequently contain a lot of written works, but might also include artwork and audio/visual
tape recordings. The concept of what constitutes a portfolio is endless and may include
evidence of student learning presented through electronic, hypertext media.
Multiple choice and fill-in-the-blank assessments test only the product of student
learning. Traditional educational testing tells much about a student's accumulation of
knowledge but little about how the student applies that knowledge. Portfolios make it
possible to view a student's understanding and application of knowledge over time. Thus,
the teacher is able to note significant changes in what students know and to identify areas
where learning may have reached a plateau.
Batzle's (1992) principles of portfolio practice represent the long-term efforts of
progressive educators to create alternatives to conventional educational testing. These
principles are linked with two educational trends, which I described previously, whole
language pedagogy and constructivist learning theory.
Consistent with Batzle's principles of portfolio practice, Goodman, Goodman and
Hood (1989) described whole language evaluation as ongoing, and assessing for
developing knowledge and underlying competence. According to Goodman and his
colleagues, all classroom evaluation should be viewed in the context of the personal and
social goals of the learner. Whole language proponents such as Routman (1991) viewed
the methods relied upon by whole language teachers as fitting closely with a portfolio
approach to evaluation. This methodology included "reading records, reading logs,
journals, writing samples, discussion groups, collaborative projects and other authentic
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reading-writing-listening-speaking activities as responses to literature and content area
texts and material” (p. 330).
The direct connection between portfolio practice and constructivist learning
theory is evident in Zessoules and Gardner's (1991) conditions for the establishment of an
assessment culture: "These classroom conditions include nurturing complex
understandings, developing reflection as a habit of mind, documenting students'
understandings and making use of assessment as a moment of learning" (p. 51). They
write that authentic assessments "...do not test students for what they know; they test
students for what they understand" (p. 54). They maintain that portfolios "...or selected
works showing the development of students' learning over time, can be used to
powerfully enrich the portrait of students' changing abilities and the picture of daily
teaching practices" (p. 58). Zessoules and Gardner (1991) point out that they view
classroom assessment as a part of an on-going process, not as an end in itself as do single
answer achievement tests. Their four conditions for the establishment of an "assessment
culture" resonate strongly with Batzle's (1992) principles. In particular, Batzle's portfolio
principles parallel constructivist theory when she states that portfolios embrace different
developmental levels, are unique to each child, involve teachers and students
conferencing together, emphasize what kids know and guide instruction.
Wile and Tierney (1996) also connected portfolios to constructivist learning
theory. Drawing from the assumptions underlying quantitative and qualitative inquiry
Wile and Tierney make a distinction between positivistic and constructivist portfolios.
They described the positivistic portfolio approach as having a worldview that is much the
same as that of the field of quantitative research and traditional educational measurement.
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A positivistic portfolio is directed by the assessor, is used to sort and classify individuals,
is dependent on holistic analysis to create a score and represents a singular interpretation
of a student's development. The importance of the positivist tradition of quantitative
assessment in the history and development of portfolios is also acknowledged in the
following quotation from Herman, Aschbacher & Winters (1992):
The higher the assessment stakes are, the greater the obligation to document
reliability and validity [in a portfolio]. Adequate levels of both are essential when
results are to determine, for instance, students' promotions or placement into
special classes, or to reward teachers or schools, (p. 23)
I will demonstrate in the portfolio practice section of this chapter that many portfolio
systems have been developed based on these positivistic goals.
The constructivist portfolio approach was derived from qualitative research theory
in its view of learning, its purpose for assessment and its evaluation focus. Constructivist
portfolios guide learning; document personal progress, and are directed by students.
Constructivist portfolios are dependent on the student's analysis of her or his achievement
and allow for multiple interpretations, which may shift across individual perspectives
(Wile and Tierney, 1996).
Wile and Tierney (1996) made it clear that they favor the constructivist approach
to portfolios, as do Zessoules and Gardner (1991). In Wile and Tierney's view, educators
who apply a positivistic approach to portfolios conform to the traditional educational
measurement expectations of reliability, generalizeability and predictability and also
compromise between a constructivist approach to instruction and a positivist approach to
assessment. I will review some positivistic portfolio approaches in the section of this
chapter on portfolio practice.
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Types of Portfolios
Even with generally agreed upon principles such as Batzle's (1992) there is still a
range of portfolio types. Educational theorists have devised various ways of
conceptualizing those portfolios types. Those conceptual models of portfolio practice
tend to use one of the following three questions as the guiding framework for
categorizing portfolios: (a) What are the contents of the portfolio? (b) What will the
portfolio be used for? (c) What are the roles of the participants in the portfolio process?
I will first describe a conceptual model based on the question: What are the
contents of the portfolio? Arter in 1990 described two types of portfolio systems. Those
two systems are:
1. "Indicator systems" in which a list of items is required to be collected on all
students. Such lists include things like attitude surveys, number of books read,
writing samples, norm-referenced test scores and teacher checklists.
2. "Work sample systems" which rely very heavily on on-going classroom work
that is selected and analyzed by students and/or teachers, (p. 2)
Indicator systems tend to be designed for large-scale assessment purposes.
Schools seeking consistency of record-keeping generally institute an indicator type of
portfolio to be passed along as a student progresses through the grade levels. These
portfolios are generally maintained and evaluated by a teacher or administrator. Student
participation in the indicator portfolio may be limited to merely producing the work that
is included.
Work sample portfolio systems come closer to satisfying Batzle's (1992) seven
principles for portfolio practice. Students are involved in the selection of work. The
classroom teacher uses the portfolio to inform instruction and students use it to reflect on
personal progress. Schools adapted variations on the work sample system as a vehicle for
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assessing and reporting student progress. There is now a commercially available portfolio
program called the "Work Sampling System” which will be described later in this section.
Since Arter published her report in 1990, many portfolio researchers and theorists
have made a distinction between indicator systems and portfolios, preferring to use terms
such as "files,” "school records,” or "work folders” for indicator systems and reserving
the word "portfolio" for systems that more extensively involve students in the portfolio
process (Clemmons, Laase, Cooper, Areglado, & Dill, 1993, p. 12). An example of
portfolios that are close to Arter's definition of an indicator system is the state of Vermont
Portfolio Project. These portfolio programs have been put into place as an alternative to
norm-referenced testing. They include a range of required items such as prompts, which
all participating students are required to complete.
The second way in which portfolios have been classified is based on the question:
What will the portfolio be used for? To address this question, Farr and Tone (1994)
distinguished between "show" portfolios and "working" portfolios. The show portfolio,
similar to an indicator system portfolio, is a selection of personal work that students use
to fulfill a set of requirements such as, earning credit, applying for a job or graduating
from school. The show portfolio is prepared for viewing by a certification board,
potential employer or degree granting committee. Show portfolios represent a body of
work culled over a long period, perhaps even a lifetime, of learning.
The selection of work included in the show portfolio comes from a much larger
collection that Farr and Tone (1994) call the working portfolio. The working portfolio is
not intended for viewing by an audience. Students and teachers use it to guide discussion
about students’ progress. Working with and thinking about the contents of the working
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portfolio help students develop the metacognitive skills of reflection and self-awareness.
In their view the careful analysis of the process and products of learning, as represented
in students portfolios, lead to personal insight and academic progress.
Cole, Ryan and Kick (1995) describe a variation on Farr and Tone's (1994) notion
of working and show portfolios. They use the terms "process" and "product" portfolio. In
their model the process portfolio is the primary and more active portfolio used by the
students throughout the year providing a view of students’ learning process: "During the
year students use the process portfolio as a growth instrument... A leaner and more
abbreviated portfolio can be produced that is called the product portfolio" (p. 11). The
product portfolio is used to demonstrate mastery of curriculum, illustrate a student's
proficiency and will possibly be retained by the school district for future reference.
Cole, Ryan and Kick (1995) conceptualized the process portfolio as a "growth
instrument" for students, that contained both finished and unfinished work. These
portfolios contained examples of many projects, independent work, journals, and
checklists (p. 11). Gardner (1992), in his work with the Arts PROPEL program, calls this
type of portfolio a "process-folio." These portfolios are instruments of learning rather
than showpieces of final accomplishment. The Arts PROPEL process-folio was designed
specifically for use by visual arts students. They contain initial plans, drafts, selfevaluations, feedback from peers and teachers, and a record of final work (Gardner,
1992).
The Arts PROPEL process-folio was also an example of a "discipline-based
portfolio" as defined by Seidel, Walters, Kirby, Olff, Powell, Scripp, & Veenema, (1997).
Seidel and his colleagues identify four types of portfolios, discipline-based, cross36

discipline, pass-along and graduation portfolios. The discipline-based portfolios
"document skill or accomplishments valued in a specific discipline such as writing, visual
arts, social studies or mathematics." Cross-discipline portfolios "are collections from
across various subject areas... many elementary school portfolios are in this category" (p.
41). Both discipline-based and cross-discipline portfolios tend to stay in the classroom,
very much like Farr and Tone's working portfolio concept. Seidel et. al.'s (1997) other
two types of portfolio, pass-along and graduation portfolios, are more similar to show and
product portfolios. Pass-along portfolios are a cumulative record that "can be used to
create a multi-year, cross-grade view of a child's development." Graduation portfolios are
used "to demonstrate the levels of mastery and creativity" achieved during a student's
school years (p. 42).
Thus far I have described two types of conceptual models for portfolios: (a) as
defined by the portfolio contents and (b) as defined by how the portfolio is used. It may
be argued that this is describing two sides of the same coin. What is in a portfolio impacts
on how it may be used. For instance, a portfolio filled with rough draft story ideas would
not be used as a graduation requirement. How a portfolio is to be used helps to determine
what will go into it. Knowing that a portfolio will be used for certifying the fulfillment of
course credit helps to establish the nature of the portfolio contents.
The third defining question, and I believe the crux issue for delineating all
conceptual models of portfolios, is, what are the various roles assigned to or taken on by
the participants in the portfolio process? More specifically, who decides the range of
work that is to be represented in the portfolio? Who selects the pieces that will go into the
portfolio? Who has ongoing access to the portfolio? Who is primarily responsible for
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assessment? Who takes the lead when the portfolio is presented? Who sets the goals for
future learning?
Jenkins (1996) used the variation in the roles taken on by, or assigned to, the
participants in portfolio practice in her model of portfolio types. She identified showcase,
collaborative and benchmark portfolios. Jenkins placed these on a continuum based on
who has control over the portfolio process.
The showcase portfolio is one in which decisions about the portfolio reside
primarily with the students. The benchmark portfolio is largely teacher or institutionally
controlled. Jenkins (1996) described the collaborative portfolio as attempting to merge
"what is best about benchmark and showcase portfolios" (p. 17). Jenkins described the
educational issues that each of these portfolios address and do not address.
Jenkins (1996) described a showcase portfolio as one in which portfolio
evaluation begins and ends with the student:
In classrooms where showcase portfolios are used, students take charge of
assessment. First, they select pieces from their working folders which they
believe mark their progress as readers, writers and individuals...Children then
justify their selections with written reflections...As the name implies, writers
create portfolios that showcase strengths as learners and as individuals, (p. 15)
An essential element of the showcase portfolio is that students set their own goals for
learning and have a strong hand in assessing their progress. Using portfolios in this way
assigns to the students a great deal of responsibility for their own learning. This type of
portfolio's strength is also its weakness. Showcase portfolios assume that students are
able to make selections of work that represent themselves as learners. When children are
asked to reflect on their portfolio work, "we can anticipate perceptions that range from
remarkably insightful to developmentally bound" (Jenkins, 1996, p. 17).
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According to Jenkins (1996), educators who want portfolios to more clearly
inform instruction choose to develop benchmark portfolios. Benchmark portfolios
typically contain open-ended pieces of student work, assigned by, selected by and
assessed by the teacher. Benchmark portfolios often contain many assessments associated
with writing process and whole language instruction techniques such as reading records,
reading logs, and writing samples. At their best, teacher-centered portfolios of this type
embody the range and depth of a students' literacy development. Jenkins, however, raised
concern over whether the time and expertise required for amassing and evaluating a
definitive benchmark portfolio is outside the province of the classroom teacher.
Furthermore, because the student has little involvement in the creation of the portfolio,
opportunity for student self-evaluation is often missing.
Jenkins (1996) viewed this dichotomy of showcase versus benchmark portfolios
as an opportunity to meld the best of both worlds into what she calls the collaborative
portfolio. The collaborative portfolio was a result of students taking the lead to prepare
and analyze the portfolio and the teacher to participate during various phases of the
portfolio process. Students wrote reflective pieces about the contents of the portfolio,
reviewed the portfolio throughout the year and had primary responsibility for presenting
the portfolio during the parent conference (p. 18). The teacher culled this information into
a portfolio that was passed along to students’ teachers the following year and students’
took the original portfolio home. This model placed primary responsibility for portfolio
creation with the students and allowed for students’ self-evaluation, and established the
expectation that students would reflect on their achievements and progress. However, it
also placed responsibility on the teacher "for providing a comprehensive profile of what
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the child is able to do and for establishing with the child suitable goals for future
learning" (p. 22).
Using Jenkins' (1996) framework the other conceptual models can be viewed in
relation to one another, as summarized in Figure 2.1. All types of portfolios I have
discussed, fall into two categories based on who has primary control over the production
of the portfolio. For the purposes of this summary I combined Jenkins' categories.
Student and Collaborative portfolios, because the portfolio models that fit under this
category have the potential to be either student controlled or collaboratively controlled.
For example, using Arter's (1990) concept of a work sample system a teacher may be
more or less involved in the production of the portfolio, resulting in either student or
collaborative control of the portfolio process.
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Figure 2.1 Conceptual models of portfolios

Student/Collaborative
_Control

Teacher/Institutional
Control

Arter (1990)

Work Sampling System

Indicator System

Farr & Tone (1994)

Working Portfolio

Show Portfolio

Cole, Ryan, Kick
(1995)

Process Portfolio

Product Portfolio

Seidel, et. al.
(1997)

Discipline-based Portfolio
Cross-discipline Portfolio

Pass-along Portfolio
Graduation Portfolio

Gardner
(1992)

Process-folio

Jenkins
(1996)

Showcase Portfolio
Collaborative Portfolio

Benchmark Portfolio

There are a variety of ways in which these types of portfolios may be combined.
Teacher and students may collaborate on a cross-discipline, process-folio that leads to a
show portfolio for the parent conference. The show portfolio may later be pared down to
a pass-along portfolio that goes with students to the following grade level. Selections
from the pass-along portfolio may even become a part of an indicator system used to
assess students’ academic progress and cognitive development.
The columns in Figure 2.1 also depict the two purposes for which portfolios are
commonly used, assessment and evaluation. Indicator systems such as, show, product,
41

pass-along, benchmark and graduation portfolios are collections devised by a teacher or
institution for the purpose of assessment. School districts and state departments of
education often develop these types of portfolios for use in large-scale assessment. Work
sampling systems such as working, discipline-based, cross-discipline, showcase,
collaborative, process-folio and process portfolios emphasize student selection of
contents and student self-evaluation. Portfolios of this type are often initiated at the
school and classroom level.
I will show in the section on portfolio practice that there are examples of portfolio
practice that combine product and process, assessment and evaluation, institutional
control and student control. It would be rare to find a portfolio system that is purely one
of these extremes or the other. However, as I demonstrated in the section on the origins of
portfolios, portfolios come from both a positivist background founded in educational
measurement and a constructivist background based in progressive educational practice.
Given these roots of portfolios, factions of portfolio practitioners are at cross-purposes
when it comes to how portfolios are put to use. It will be useful to keep these dichotomies
in mind during the next two sections of this chapter, portfolio process and portfolio
practice.
Portfolio Process
In reviewing models of portfolios I began with the theory underlying portfolio use
and then I reviewed types of portfolios. This led to the issue of control of the portfolio
process. Asking who is in control of the portfolio process begs the question: What are the
elements of the portfolio process? In order to better understand what is involved in
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portfolio production I will review some of the operational decisions faced by a portfolio
designer and the sequence of events involved in the portfolio process.
The first step in assessment design or selection is to know the purpose of your
assessment: What do you plan to use the results for? What aspects of student
performance do you want to know about? (Herman, Aschbacher & Winters, 1992,
P- 23)
Herman, Aschbacher and Winters' (1992) questions are the initial hurdle
confronted by portfolio designers whether designing for large-scale assessment or single
classroom student self-evaluation. Seidel et al. (1997) offered a purpose for portfolios
that covers all these applications: "The general purpose of portfolio assessment is to
demonstrate what students have learned and what they understand" (p. 37). This seems
like a fairly rudimentary definition. However, by use of the phrase "what they
understand" Seidel and his colleagues set portfolio assessment apart from conventional
educational testing. "What they understand" implies that what students can do with what
they have learned is as important as what they know. For most classroom applications
this purpose is too general; it requires more specificity.
Some purposes of portfolios have already been alluded to in this paper when I
discussed types of portfolios. Portfolios can be used for graduation certification, job
searches, and students' self-evaluations as well as other uses. Paulson and Paulson (1990)
listed some more specific purposes to which the portfolio may be applied: curricular,
such as math and science knowledge; operational goals in which students demonstrate
progress; or in order to convey what is valued, such as originality or accuracy. Seidel
(1997) and his fellow researchers noted that the purpose of portfolios can vary greatly. A
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portfolio may target students interest in particular, focus on the demonstration of specific
skills within a discipline or document students’ facility at communicating.
Ultimately, the goals of the portfolio designer would directly impact the process
of producing the portfolio. Paulson and Paulson (1990) considered the purpose and the
process of portfolio practice as interrelated almost to the point of being inseparable. As
soon as the portfolio designer established a purpose for the portfolio a host of issues are
raised regarding how the portfolio will be managed. Farr and Tone (1994) presented
some questions faced by educators involved in portfolio design:
When will my students work on them?
Who will be allowed to see them?
Who will pick what goes into them?
What criteria will be used to pick?
How will I get the students involved with them?
How will they be evaluated? Who will do it?
What criteria will be used? Will they be graded?
Whom should I tell about this new assessment plan? What should I tell them?
(p. 32)
The way in which a portfolio designer answers questions such as these
determined what the portfolio will look like, how it will be used and who has control over
the portfolio process. These questions have been organized into conceptual models by
various educational researchers and theorists. I will review some of those models and
offer a model of my own as a summary.
Seidel et al. (1997) viewed portfolios as involved in three basic activities: (a)
collecting and organizing; (b) reviewing work; and (c) reporting the results (p.34).
According to Seidel and his colleagues, organization is the factor, that distinguished
between a portfolio and a work folder, "In the portfolio, each piece has been selected for
a reason and those reasons are recorded as part of the collection" (p. 34). During this part
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of the portfolio process the contents of the portfolio are compiled by students in line with
the goals of the portfolio. An organizational scheme is then used to make special
selections from the material that has been amassed. Common organizational schemes
include a table of contents, explanations of assignments or lists of required criteria.
Reviewing the portfolio involved students recording their observations and
thoughts about their work; what Zessoules and Gardner (1991) call "developing reflection
as a habit of mind." They described the review process as occurring regularly, not just at
the end of the school year. During this process some teachers created special reflective
exercises in which students review their portfolios. This included selecting new pieces
and taking out old ones keeping notes about their choices and reviewing these reflections
with a peer. Seidel, et al. (1997) emphasized collaboration in the review phase, "Students
and teacher together review portfolios for evidence of understanding and or
improvements in skills" (p. 35). These regular reviews provided teachers with an
opportunity to guide students in developing the ability to make their own judgments
about their work, in Zessoules and Gardner's words, "making use of assessment as a
moment of learning."
The third stage of the portfolio process is reporting the results. Seidel, et al.
(1997) acknowledged that portfolios can be graded or ranked, but recommend using some
form of narrative synopsis of the portfolio. This narrative may be written or presented in
verbal form at a parent conference, faculty meeting or special school event.
Seidel and his colleagues favored what Jenkins' (1996) called a collaborative style
portfolio. They proposed a model for the portfolio process that emphasizes the student
being involved in every phase. They make it clear that teachers should work jointly with
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students, thus giving students a sense of ownership and giving teachers the opportunity to
maintain some control over the process.
Tierney, Carter and Desai's book. Portfolio Assessment in the Reading-Writing
Classroom (1991), was among the first attempts to describe the process by which
teachers implement portfolios in the classroom. They identified four dimensions that are
essential to portfolio programs: (a) the purposes for using portfolios; (b) the sources of
portfolio data; (c) the criteria applied to the data sources and (d) the kind of summary and
report developed (p. 149). Tierney, et al.'s (1991) conception of purpose, sources and
summary of portfolio data were similar to portfolio models I have already described. By
criteria they mean the methods by which a portfolio would be examined and assessed.
Criteria may range from a classroom situation, in which no firm criteria are set in
advance of the portfolio process, to statewide portfolio assessment, in which established
criteria are applied to a portfolio by a panel of reviewers.
Tierney, et al. (1991) used these dimensions to review portfolio programs in
schools and how those portfolios interact with other assessment practices already in
place. They analyzed each dimension according to: (a) the centrality of the portfolio to
the overall assessment scheme, (b) the flexibility of the portfolio process, (c) the nature of
the student's and teacher's involvement, and (d) whether the portfolio is put to multiple or
singular uses. In essence they described the degree to which the various agents in the
portfolio process, student, teacher, institution and family, exercise control over the
portfolio.
Paulson and Paulson (1990) offered what they called the Cognitive Model for
Assessing Portfolios (CMAP). The basis for Paulson and Paulson's model was grounded
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in cognitive theory, which holds that people's mental processes are multi-dimensional and
highly influenced by the context in which they occur. Thus, Paulson and Paulson created
a model, which accounts for the context in which the portfolio is created. CMAP's three
dimensions are: (a) stakeholders, people influencing or being influenced by the portfolio;
(b) process, activities involved in constructing the portfolio and; (c) history, the record of
change it presents over time.
Paulson and Paulson’s (1990) model is represented in a three-dimensional cube
comprised of forty blocks. A drawback to CMAP is that it was overwhelming in its
scope. The number of permutations that are identified using the model is mind-boggling.
Even Paulson and Paulson have not described in detail more than a few of the
interrelationships in CMAP.
The CMAP portfolio model does, however, convey a dynamic quality inherent in
portfolios that is lacking in other models of the portfolio process. Paulson and Paulson
(1990) were among the first researchers clearly articulated the relationship between the
stakeholders and the portfolio process. Representatives in the stakeholder dimension
include the student, the teacher, the parent and the agency. The agency is an institution or
organization that may be involved in the creation, assessment and aggregation of the
portfolio. The process activities identified by Paulson and Paulson (1990) are strikingly
similar to Tierney, et al.’s (1991) four dimensions; that include: (a) rationale, the
philosophical basis and operational guidelines for collecting materials and putting them
into the portfolio; (b) intents, the areas to be represented by the portfolio; (c) contents, the
actual things found in the portfolio; (d) standards, the performance criteria which tell how
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well students should perform; and (e) judgment, making statements about how well a
student or a portfolio program is doing.
All of these conceptual models share common characteristics. Each model
proposed a series of questions or events that defined a portfolio process and included
some way to establish who was responsible for each stage of that process. These
characteristics are summarized and combined as a matrix in Figure 2.2. The events in the
portfolio process run across the top of the matrix. These are collection, selection,
reflection, presentation and evaluation of the portfolio. Along the side of the matrix are
the agents, or stakeholders who participate in the portfolio process, such as students,
teacher, family and institution.
The boxes within the matrix represent the potential roles taken on by the agents
during the production and assessment of the portfolio. The boxes would be completed
according to the participants' role during each stage of the portfolio process when using
the matrix to describe a portfolio system. In the next section of this paper I will use the
matrix to summarize portfolio evaluation as it is being practiced at various sites around
the country.
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Figure 2.2 Portfolio process matrix

Although similar to the portfolio process models I have reviewed this matrix
included some modifications of all of them. In the matrix the three stages proposed by
Seidel, et. al. (1997) have been expanded by separating out the selection of portfolio
contents from the collection of portfolio materials. I view these as two different
processes. Selection requires a different set of cognitive skills than collection does.
Collection refers to the compiling of material for the portfolio. Selection is the
assembling of certain pieces from that collection and the act of deciding which pieces
will be kept. Selection involves developing a sense of perspective, making a deliberate
choice, and an ability to discriminate between two similar but subtly different pieces of
work.
Another way in which this matrix modifies the portfolio process proposed by
Seidel et al. (1997) is the addition of a fifth stage, evaluation. Similar to Tierney et al.
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(1991) and Paulson and Paulson (1990) I have included a stage that acknowledges that
outside standards are sometimes called in to pass judgment on a portfolio. In the matrix I
have called this stage evaluation because it involves responding to the portfolio,
validating or critiquing the portfolio and searching for value in the portfolio. Evaluators
may be a student's peers, teachers, a panel of judges or a school committee; the student
himself or herself may rate his or her own portfolio against an established set of
standards.
Specifically highlighted in my matrix are student reflection and presentation.
Reflection and presentation are stages in the portfolio process that are of primary
importance to the student, the teacher and the student's family. The reflection stage
occurs during the collection and selection of the portfolio contents. It is the mental
process that the student engages in to prepare for presenting the portfolio. Portfolios often
are accompanied by written reflections that express those thoughts. Presentation is a
more formal event, involving other people. Presentation may be in the form of a
parent/teacher/student conference or an exhibition for a school assembly. The reflection
and presentation stages offer an opportunity for insight into personal achievement and the
setting of learning goals for the future.
The portfolio process matrix summarizes the stages involved in portfolio
production. It could be used by a teacher who is interested in designing a portfolio
process for the classroom, or as a way of describing a pre-existing portfolio system. I will
use the matrix in the next section of this chapter to differentiate between the varieties of
portfolio practices in use today.
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Portfolio Practice
This section will report on portfolio production as it is practiced in modem
American elementary schools. Previously, in my review of the history of portfolios I
showed how portfolios emerged from two oppositional educational trends, educational
measurement and progressivism. In looking at theoretical models of portfolios, two types
of portfolios emerged, portfolios in which control of the production process resides in the
institution and portfolios in which students retain a significant measure of control. As I
discussed earlier in this paper. Wile and Tierney (1996) have examined portfolio
programs and, drew from the traditions of quantitative and qualitative research theory,
have identified positivistic and constructivist approaches to portfolio practice. Not
surprisingly, these dichotomies are reflective of portfolio practice in schools. I will begin
this review of portfolio programs with examples that draw from a positivist tradition and
proceed toward increasingly more constructivists, progressive portfolio approaches.
The Rochester City School District (RSCD) in New York developed a positivist
style portfolio program that arose from concerns about educational testing and an interest
in progressive educational practice. Rochester began piloting district-wide language arts
portfolios at the kindergarten level in 1991. They proceeded to extend portfolio
assessment one grade level each of the following years until all primary grades were
involved in the portfolio program. Supovitz and MacGowan (1995) reported that the
interest in portfolios at RCSD was a result of three factors: (a) an increased emphasis on
support for early childhood education, (b) concern about the effects of standardized
testing on young children and (c) an increased focus on a progressive philosophies such
as whole language and project-based curriculum. The Rochester Portfolio Committee
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developed a series of content standards for student performance and established
developmental stages based on those content standards. A portfolio program was devised
to collect concrete evidence of children's progression through the developmental stages.
In the Rochester portfolio system teachers were required to collect a series of
pieces of student work that document student performance and growth throughout an
academic year. These required pieces included samples of student writing, letter-sound
assessments, comprehension assessments, art samples and teacher observational notes. In
addition, teachers wrote commentaries that accompany the portfolio.
The school district used the information from the portfolios in several ways. First,
the primary grade report card documented students progress through the developmental
stages developed by RSCD. Teachers were required to hold two parent/teacher
conferences per year, focusing on the portfolio contents. Second, individual schools used
the portfolio data for long-range improvement planning. Third, portfolio data were
collected and analyzed by the school district Department of Research, Evaluation and
Testing. The participant’s roles in the RCSD portfolio system are summarized in Figure
2.3.
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Figure 2.3 Rochester City School District portfolio process
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As shown in Figure 2.3, the RSCD portfolio does little to involve the student in
the portfolio process beyond producing the work to be included. Portfolios are
maintained and evaluated by the teachers and administrators without input from the
students. Rochester City School District developed the system for record keeping and the
portfolio is passed along from grade to grade. Arter (1990) considered portfolios such as
RCSD’s portfolio, to be an indicator system, a list of items that is required to be kept on
all students.
RSCD had progressive ideals for assessment but ended up with a portfolio
program that followed more in the positivist tradition. The positivistic nature of this
portfolio is evident in several ways. The assessor controls the entire portfolio process.
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Required pieces of student work such as letter-sound and comprehension assessments are
testing practices grounded in the positivist tradition of educational measurement which
sorts and classifies individuals. Student performances on content standards are used to
determine a holistic score representing the student's development. Students are involved
in the portfolio process only as work producers. Families are involved as consumers of
the information collected in the portfolio rather than as participants who bring a special
perspective to the process and who are engaged in goal setting with the student and the
teacher. The Rochester portfolio is an example of a portfolio in the positivist tradition
being used for large-scale assessment and reporting. The next portfolio system I will
review, administered by the state of Vermont, uses portfolios for large-scale assessment
but includes more elements that are typical of constructivist programs.
The state of Vermont piloted its portfolio-based assessment program in 1990.
Vermont's portfolio-based statewide assessment program is administered by the state
department of education and funded through the auspices of the Vermont state
legislature. The assessment was conducted in all Vermont schools at the fourth and eighth
grade levels for writing and math. For the purpose of this paper I will report on the
Vermont writing portfolio.
Hewitt (1995), the chair of the Vermont Writing Assessment Leadership
Committee, described Vermont's purpose in assessing student writing as seeking "...to
identify the strengths and weaknesses of each school's writing program. The state has no
interest in collecting data on individual students..." (p. 2). Not all Vermont students'
portfolios are assessed. Every Vermont fourth and eighth grade student produced a
portfolio, and all portfolios were sent to the state department of education, but only a
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random sample of portfolios from each school is actually evaluated. Trained reviewers,
often Vermont teachers, evaluated this subset of portfolios in accordance with state
adopted criteria and guidelines for purpose, organization, details, voice/tone and language
mechanics. A summary report is then provided to schools, in effect giving a grade to the
school, not the student. Schools shared the report with the community and used the
information when discussing plans for program improvement.
The writing portfolios submitted by Vermont students were required to have three
main components: (a) a best piece, accompanied by a student letter explaining the choice
of the best piece, (b) a uniform assessment, or prompt, and (c) a collection of writing
samples. The collection of writing samples must include a poem, short story or play,
content area prose and a personal written response to a book, social issue, math problem
or scientific phenomena. After the Vermont portfolios are examined and scored by a team
of reviewers, a holistic score is applied to each of the three portfolio components.
Although there is no required process by which the portfolios are produced in the
classroom, the Writing Assessment Leadership Committee clearly suggests that teachers
participate as a guide to the students in compiling the portfolio. The committee also
recommended that the portfolio contain all drafts of any piece the student wants included
and that the portfolio be used for conferences between the student and the teacher
(Hewitt, 1995). Additionally, both the student and the teacher wrote evaluative comments
that are included with the portfolio. The Vermont portfolio process is summarized in
Figure 2.4.
The Vermont portfolio-based writing assessment program shared characteristics
with both the educational measurement tradition and the progressive tradition. The
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Vermont portfolio system used positivistic techniques such as uniform content criteria,
large-scale aggregation of data and holistic scoring. Vermont attempted to establish a
level of testing validity by having the scoring of the portfolios done by raters who do not
know the student or teacher. Aggregated scores were used to support program changes at
the school level. Individual results were not reported to the student or the student's
family.

Figure 2.4 Vermont portfolio-based state-wide assessment process
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Nevertheless, the Vermont portfolio has more in common with the progressive,
constructivist tradition than does the Rochester portfolio system. Student are a vital part
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of the collection, selection and reflection in the Vermont portfolio process. Students make
extensive choices about what will be included in the portfolio. Students and the teacher
are encouraged to collaborate on the selection of pieces to be included. Students selfassessment and goal setting are not only encouraged, but are a required part of the
Vermont portfolio package.
There are elements of the Vermont writing portfolio program that make it part
indicator system and part work sampling system, somewhat positivistic and somewhat
constructivist. Thus, Vermont attempted to bridge two educational trends, positivistic
assessment and constructivist learning strategies; this was also true of the next two
programs I will describe, the Blackburn Elementary School portfolio program (Lamme
and Hysmith, 1991) and the Meisels Work Sampling System (1993). These two portfolio
systems use educational testing methodology in some progressive ways to make
curricular program decisions, as does Vermont. Unlike the Vermont portfolio project,
however, they also used the portfolio data to report on individual student's progress.
A portfolio program was established at the Blackburn Elementary School in
Manatee County, Florida in an effort to move reading and writing instruction from a
basic skills orientation to a whole language/integrated curriculum approach (see Figure
2.5). In the process they "developed scales of literacy" in three areas, writing
development, emergent reading and response to literature. These three scales became the
basis for a new report card system and a school portfolio that documents children's
progress and moves with each child from grade to grade (Lamme & Hysmith, 1991).
The scales of literacy provided exit outcomes by which student performance was
assessed at Blackburn. Student performance was documented in the portfolio via
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collected artifacts such as writing samples, reading response journals and writing
notebooks. These artifacts varied widely from classroom to classroom. Teacher
maintained record-keeping systems such as anecdotal records; checklist data and
interview or conference data were also included in the portfolio. Lamme and Hysmith
(1991) report that student reflection and self-evaluation were evident in many classrooms.
Several teachers had students create working portfolios that showcased what they
considered to be their best work.
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Figure 2.5 Blackburn Elementary School portfolio assessment
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Blackburn took a middle road between portfolios as educational measurements
and portfolios as a form of progressive pedagogy. At Blackburn student's progress was
assessed with pre-determined criteria, however, as was true with the Vermont portfolio
system, there was ample opportunity for students to be involved in the portfolio process.
Unlike Vermont, Blackburn used its portfolio system to report the progress of individual
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students to families and still administered a standardized achievement test at the end of
first and second grade.
The next portfolio program I will describe, the Work Sampling System,
developed by Meisels (1993) and commercially available for use by schools and school
districts, is marketed specifically as a substitute for group-administered achievement
tests. I did not summarize the Work Sampling System in a figure because the way in
which it is administered may vary widely between schools.
The Work Sampling System included three components, developmental
checklists, portfolios and summary reports. Meisels (1993) offered the Work Sampling
System as a program to help schools organize student records, to aid teachers in
understanding student progress and as a replacement of conventional report cards. "Work
Sampling advocates a relatively structured approach to portfolio collection that relied on
the identification and collection of two types of work: (1) core items, and (2) other items"
(p. 37). The core items are examples of repeated work in several domains that are
collected at least three times a year. Other items are intended to vary from classroom to
classroom and from child to child. The portfolio was used as a way of documenting
students’ progress as recorded on the developmental checklists and as communicated in
the summary reports.
The Work Sampling System attempted to bridge the positivist and constructivist
perspectives. Using a positivist approach, students’ progress was assessed with
standardized checklists; those assessments were aggregated, and the results were used for
reporting to students' families. However, Meisels (1993) also emphasized students
becoming involved in the collection and selection process of portfolio production, and he
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expected that the portfolio process would "lead to new activities based on joint
teacher/child assessment of the child’s progress" (p. 37). His expectation was that Work
Sampling would provide an opportunity for parents to become involved through the
inspection of work archived in their child's portfolio. Work Sampling was designed to
encourage assessors to examine students' performance in the context of the child's
experience and in relation to what is known about child development, rather than relying
solely on quantitative data.
Meisels (1993) acknowledged that Work Sampling has roots in both educational
testing and progressive philosophy when he reported that:
The Work Sampling System can be aggregated and has been shown to have
strong reliability and predictive validity (Meisels, Liaw, Dorfinan & Fails,
1993).... this approach implies that our metric must change from one that seeks
simple increments to one that is concerned with documenting multiple indicators
of learning over time. (p. 39)
It was clearly Meisels' intention that the Work Sampling System be used in ways that
were consistent with constructivist theory and progressive pedagogy. It is easily
conceivable, however, that the Work Sampling System could be utilized as simply a
record keeping program without involving students in the process, and without having an
impact on classroom practice.
The Provincetown Veteran's Memorial Elementary School (PVMES) in
Provincetown, Massachusetts was a school that made a commitment to a constructivistbased portfolio program. PVMES, like many other schools, began to experiment with
new assessment strategies after becoming disenchanted with norm-referenced
standardized testing as a method for informing parents about student progress (Jervis,
1996). At PVMES students collected work in "term" portfolios that would eventually be
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pared down to a "pass-along" portfolio. The teacher and students negotiated items to be
included in the pass-along portfolio, but students had final say about what was and what
was not included.
Student self-evaluation was an integral part of the PVMES portfolio process.
Students completed weekly reflection sheets and did reflective writing and drawings in
June after they had looked through the year's work. Each student wrote a letter of
introduction to accompany the portfolio before it was passed on to the next teacher.
Students received feedback on their work from other students during peer presentations
scheduled throughout the year. Ultimately, students would be responsible for "full-scale
sixth-grade graduation exit exhibitions" (p. 36).
The exit exhibitions and overall portfolio process were based on a long-term
school improvement effort, conducted with the assistance of Project Zero, a Harvard
School of Education initiative. Project Zero assisted PVMES in creating the "Dimensions
of Learning" guidelines. The guidelines specified criteria, developed by the faculty of
PVMES, for assessing learning as expressed by, (a) acquisition of knowledge, (b)
communication skills, (c) attitude towards work and (d) student self-reflection. The
criteria were not used by PVMES as a way of limiting the pieces to be included in the
portfolio but as multifaceted lens for viewing student's work (Jervis, 1996). The PVMES
portfolio process is summarized in Figure 2.6.
The PVMES portfolio process embraced the constructivist framework for
thinking about student learning and reporting student progress. In its form and content,
the PVMES assessment system was closely related to Farr's concept of "working" and
"show" portfolios. It documented the students’ understanding in a variety of ways.
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PVMES assessed students’ achievement with an established standard but relied on the
context of the student's experience in the classroom to assess the student's performance.
The PVMES portfolio process was directed by students and made use of the professional
skills of the classroom teacher to guide learning and to document student development.
Reflection and self-assessment were integral parts of producing the portfolio.

Figure 2.6 Provincetown Veteran's Memorial Elementary School portfolio process
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An increasingly important aspect of the portfolio process at many schools is the
participation of the family in a student-led portfolio conference. In a speech given by
Rick Stiggins, he referred to student-led conferences as "The most powerful change in the
reporting of student assessment ever, and at any time" (Stiggins, 1997). Student-led
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portfolio conferences and the habit of reflection are an important part of the portfolio
process at the Orion School in Redwood City, California (Klimenkov & LaPick, 1996).
The Orion school used what Jenkins (1996) would call a collaborative portfolio system to
maintain the students' work throughout the year and to prepare for the parent conference.
Students collected work in their "binder portfolio" and periodically selected pieces to be
moved to a "showcase portfolio" (Klimenkov & LaPick, 1996, p.242). Teachers designed
activities in which students practice self-evaluation.
A part of the self-evaluation program at Orion involved cross-age interaction.
Early elementary students are paired with upper elementary students buddies a month in
advance of the student-led conference. The older students assisted the younger students in
selecting pieces of schoolwork for the showcase portfolio. They also acted as scribes,
recording the younger students' reflections about their accomplishments. Finally, in
preparation for the student-led parent conference younger students practiced presenting
their portfolios with older buddies. On the day of the student-led conference the parents,
student and teacher all sat at a table in the classroom:
After a brief introduction of the conference process by the teacher, the student
begins sharing the portfolio. The teacher sits on the periphery and intervenes
when he or she feels that reinforcement or clarification is necessary. As practiced
with their classmates, the students describe the evidence of growth and share their
goals for the future. Parents ask questions, and typically offer support and give
praise. Time is allotted for the teacher to share her own records, and to make any
comments or suggestions to help the child reach for academic excellence.
(Klimenkov & LaPick, p.256)
The student-led conference was startlingly different than the traditional parentteacher conference. At the traditional conference the teacher's role was to report the
student's progress from the teacher's point of view. The parents' role was to listen, ask
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questions, and reconcile what they know about their child with the teacher's perspective.
In the traditional parent-teacher conference the student was the object of the discussion,
but has no direct role in the dialogue. The introduction of the portfolio as an assessment
and evaluation tool has infused the student into the parent-teacher conference and
changed the roles of the teacher and parents.
In the student-led portfolio conference the student was the most active member of
the group. "The student's role during the conference is to initiate, lead, and explain"
(Austin, 1994, p. 67). The student presented the portfolio and fields questions from the
teacher and his or her family. Often students must be prepared to reflect orally on their
academic strengths and to set goals for the coming school year. Parents' role in the
conference has changed "they need to listen carefully to what their child is saying, ask
questions to clarify, collaborate on goals, for the next quarter and praise achievement" (p.
69). This is often a novel experience for parents who are not used to viewing their child
as having presentation and reflection skills. They are faced with seeing their child as an
authority on his or her own learning. The teacher's role in a student-led conference has
changed from a traditional conference almost as much as the student's role has changed;
they must "stay out of the conference" (p. 73). The teacher participates by prompting the
student when necessary, asking clarifying questions and contributing to setting goals for
future learning.
The student-led conference is the logical result of Jenkins (1996) collaborative
portfolio concept. The student takes the lead not only in preparing and analyzing the
portfolio, but also in presenting and evaluating the portfolio. The student-led conference
has the potential to bring together all four of Zessoules and Gardners (1991) four
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conditions for an assessment culture in the classroom. Students’ knowledge is
documented in the portfolio. Teacher, student and family are engaged in a reflective
process. Students’ understandings are being presented in a moment of focused assessment
and evaluation. The student-led portfolio conference meets all of Wile and Tierney's
(1996) criteria for a constructivist approach to portfolio practice, it is directed by the
student, used to guide learning and document progress. The student-led conference is
dependent on the student's analysis of his or her own achievement and recognizes
multiple interpretations across individual perspectives.
The examples of portfolio practice I have reviewed range from models that follow
traditions established by the positivist, educational testing community to the
constructivist, progressive educational community; from the district administered
Rochester portfolio program to the locally designed and implemented portfolio systems
in Provincetown, Massachusetts and Redwood City, California. One might ask at this
point: Is there a portfolio system that works best? What portfolio methodologies are most
effective? In the next section of this chapter I will review the research that has been
conducted on the use of portfolios in elementary schools.

Portfolio Research
In this section I will examine research concerning portfolio practice in elementary
schools. In the October 1994 issue of Educational Leadership, Herman and Winters
characterized the state of portfolio research as a slim collection. Contemporary portfolio
articles tend to focus on either the purposes for portfolio assessment or details of a
particular portfolio program. There is, however, a growing body of research.
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Just as with portfolio practice, portfolio research has been conducted from the
quantitative, positivist, measurement-based tradition and the qualitative, constructivist,
progressive tradition. Many studies used a combination of research techniques relying on
both statistical analysis and qualitative methodologies. Research ranges from studies that
position the researcher as a data collector to studies in which the researchers actively
collaborate with participants. There are three major questions being asked by portfolio
researchers about the portfolio process: (a) can validity and reliability be established for
large-scale portfolio assessment programs (b) what impact do portfolio programs have
on the classroom teacher (c) what factors affect the implementation of portfolio
programs? I will use these questions to organize this section. I will also review two
limited but growing areas of portfolio research, students' perceptions of portfolios and the
intertextuality of portfolios.
Can Validity and Reliability be Established for Portfolios?
Those researchers who are interested in portfolios implemented as tools for largescale assessment have been primarily concerned with how reliably portfolios can be
scored. The other factors of concern to positivist researchers, validity and
generalizeability have received less attention. There seems to be a general agreement that
portfolios have a face validity exceeding that of norm-referenced standardized tests.
Indeed, portfolios became popular precisely because they provide a more context-rich
assessment environment. The issue of generalizing the results of portfolio assessment
seemed to have received less attention, perhaps because the debate over the reliability of
portfolio scoring has yet to be resolved.
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The work of Simmons (1992) was one attempt to investigate the reliability of
scoring portfolios. He collected 263 writing portfolios submitted by New Hampshire
students in grades five, eight and eleven. The portfolios were scored holistically,
duplicating a method that had been used extensively in the past to assess single, stand¬
alone writing samples. Simmons (1992) found that portfolio-based assessment scores of
student writing correlated with prompted writing test scores when using a holistic scoring
system.
Not only were the portfolios as good a tool for assessing student writing as single¬
sample writing prompts, there was also a possibility that students writing scored better
when examined with a portfolio. The scores of students who were given more time for
revision were better than their counterparts who were restricted by a tighter time limit,
thereby enabling students who traditionally score poorly on single-sample tests, such as
low socioeconomic students, to achieve higher scores. These results led Simmons to
conclude that "portfolio assessment has now developed sufficiently at the individual level
to be adapted to large-scale settings" and that a failure to do so would "perpetuate the
inequalities and inaccuracies of the past" (p. 113).
Other researchers have called into question Simmons' conclusions about the
feasibility of using portfolios for large-scale assessment. Gearhart (1994) explored the
meaningfulness of scores derived from assessment of portfolios and the range of support
given by teachers to students during the process of portfolio production. She had
elementary teachers document the instructional support they provided to students for the
writing assignments included in portfolios. Results showed differences in the amount of
support individual students receive within the classroom, as well as between classrooms.
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Teachers helping students to reach their highest potential is certainly desirable in the
classroom setting, but it raised concern for the validity of inferences made about student
performance in large-scale assessment.
Research on the statistical reliability of portfolio assessment has yielded mixed
results (Koretz, 1994). Issues of inter-rater reliability have plagued the Vermont
portfolio-based writing assessment system. Koretz (19994) reported that over the course
of the first four years of the program there was appreciable but inconsistent progress
toward its goal of replacing traditional standardized tests. Inconsistency of
implementation practices in the classroom raised substantial concerns for Koretz, as they
did for Gearhart (1994). Most troublesome for the Vermont program was Koretz's
findings that there continues to be low reliability with which Vermont writing portfolios
are scored. So low that it calls into question the meaningfulness of aggregated scores.
There is some evidence in favor of rater reliability for scoring portfolios. Gearhart
(1994) examined the use of the narrative-based "Writing What You Read" rubrics for
assessing students' writing in portfolios. The rubric was intended to enhance the
instructional value of writing assessments used in the classroom. It was designed based
on a developmental framework and highly specific content standards. Gearhart (1994)
found that three out of five scales of the rubric could "be used reliably and meaningfully
in large-scale assessment of elementary level writing, provided that each narrative is
rated by two raters" (p. 35).
Is it fair to judge the effectiveness of portfolios by the same standards of technical
quality by which we judge traditional educational tests? It seems realistic to expect that
portfolios, which are put into practice with the stated purpose of replacing standardized
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testing, be held to the same technical standards of quality applied to other large-scale,
aggregated testing. When assessing the effect of portfolios, however, it may be that to
judge them by the same standards as traditional tests is to neglect important elements of
the portfolio process. Portfolios seem to provide a more complex, multi-faceted picture of
a student's knowledge and ability than do multiple-choice exams. The complexity of that
portrait may be lost in attempting to assess the portfolio with the same decontextualized
criteria that were used for standardized tests. Some technical issues that surround
portfolios "can probably be solved if portfolio tasks are closely specified and highly
standardized. But, in seeking technical rigor, we need to be sure not to lose the appeal of
the portfolio concept" (Herman & Winters, 1994, p. 54). With portfolio assessment, there
is always more than one way to represent an answer. For this reason, I believe the issue
of reliability will always haunt portfolios when they are used for large-scale assessment.
What Impact do Portfolio Programs have on the Teacher?
The second question often raised by portfolio researchers is: What impact do
portfolio programs have on the classroom? Research conducted in this area showed that
portfolio use has an impact on both teachers and students.
A study conducted by Sidler (1992) in the school district of Philadelphia invited
elementary and middle schools to participate in a pilot project to develop school-based
performance and portfolio assessments. Through the pilot, the school district hoped to
gain insight into effective ways to introduce performance-based assessment strategies.
Twenty-five schools out of eighty-five applicants were selected to participate in the
study. Sidler (1992) found that the impact of portfolios on teachers' practice included: (a)
an increase in teachers enlisting students in evaluating classroom work, (b) teachers using
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a greater variety of types of work for evaluation purposes, and (c) the methods of
instruction increasingly involved cooperative learning and team teaching. Sidler saw the
nascent team teaching that developed in the schools as contributing to a more positive
school climate.
The study also found that there was resistance from some students and parents to
the new methods. As a result of using portfolios, teachers at many of the schools
identified a pressing need for developing standards and a new report card system that fit
better with portfolio assessment. Many schools made plans to involve parents at an earlier
part of the implementation process.
Salinger and Chittenden (1994) examined the instructional use of portfolios in
South Brunswick, New Jersey where an early literacy portfolio had been in use for over
five years. The South Brunswick portfolio program was an outcome of collaborative
work by teachers, administrators and consultant researchers from the Educational Testing
Service. It included student work samples produced in the classroom and performance
records such as oral reading behaviors.
All primary teachers in the district were interviewed on a wide array of issues
pertaining to portfolio use. Salinger and Chittenden (1994) found that the portfolios
contributed both directly and indirectly to teachers' instructional decisions:
By direct, we refer to the many ways in which portfolio data prompt specific
decisions for specific children around specific skills and activities. By indirect, we
mean the portfolio's contribution to teachers' more general knowledge about and
theoretical understanding of literacy learning and child development, with
resulting consequences for decisions around curriculum, classroom programs, and
so forth, (p. 448)
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Teachers reported that portfolios contributed to their daily instructional decisions by
helping them to check up on students' learning, keeping track of students' progress,
finding out new, stimulating insights about teaching and that portfolios aided them in
reporting to parents.
Salinger and Chittenden's (1994) study also identified issues of concern raised by
teachers about using portfolio assessment. Management of the portfolio and its
components was raised in every interview. The pressures of organization, time and the
need to attend to individual children during the portfolio process made using portfolios
difficult. Many teachers noted the importance of training, particularly in regard to
procedures and underlying theory of portfolio use. Overall, Salinger and Chittenden's
(1994) study found that teachers felt the positive effects of portfolio use outweighed the
difficulties of portfolio production. The positive impact of portfolios on teacher's
instructional decisions in the Salinger and Chittenden (1994) study may have been the
result of the flexibility built into the portfolio program.
In contrast to Salinger and Chittenden's (1994) findings, a study done by Supovitz
and MacGowan (1995) in Rochester, New York found that portfolios had a strong impact
on the assessment practices of primary grade teachers but limited influence on teacher's
curricular and instructional practices. Unlike the South Brunswick portfolio, the
Rochester portfolio process required the inclusion of specific literacy inventories.
Supovitz and MacGowan (1995) posit that the Rochester school district teachers do not
perceive an effect on their instructional practice because the of the way the Rochester
system was constructed: "...with its series of required portfolio pieces and suggested
completion dates. It is plausible for Rochester teachers to fulfill required portfolio pieces
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without necessarily changing instructional or curricular strategies" (p. 27). They also
noted that significant change in schools usually evolves over a long period of time, and
that because the school district has emphasized the portfolio as a replacement for
standardized tests teachers may not yet see the implications that portfolio assessment has
for classroom practice.
Research indicated that portfolios have several effects in the classroom (Supovitz
and MacGowan, 1995). Teachers who were engaged in portfolio assessment used a
variety of evaluation practices in order to keep track of and make decisions regarding
student progress. Portfolio assessment encourages teachers to reflect on how theories of
learning and child development relate to their students. Team teaching was encouraged
through portfolio use, and some studies supported portfolios contributing to the daily
instructional decisions teachers make. Students in portfolio classrooms were more
frequently asked to engage in reflection about their work and are likely to work in
cooperative groups. Based on these results portfolio assessment encouraged teachers to
use progressive, constructivist-based instructional methods in the classroom.
What Factors Affect the Implementation of Portfolios?
Lamme and Hysmith (1991) interviewed teachers in Manatee County, Florida
about their classroom assessment strategies and about the portfolios they kept in their
classroom. They developed a five-stage model describing teachers' involvement with
portfolio assessment. The model rated teachers' involvement with the portfolio process in
the areas of (a) the purpose of the portfolio, (b) the portfolio contents, (c) the portfolio
process and (d) the teacher's attitudes about portfolio use. A teacher at the first stage used
no systematic collection of anecdotal records or samples of student writing in the
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classroom. A teacher at the fifth, or highest level of involvement used portfolios to
inform instruction, analyzed the contents of the portfolio for indications of student
progress, involved students in reflecting on the work in the portfolio and was enthusiastic
about trying new strategies with the portfolio.
Lamme and Hysmith's (1991) concluded that the degree to which teachers
"implemented portfolio assessment varied in direct proportion to their degree of
involvement with whole language philosophy and practice." Furthermore, "teachers who
did not embrace the philosophy became disillusioned about what they perceived as
additional work requirements" (p. 639).
The predisposition of certain teachers to use portfolios is echoed in Lee's (1992)
study in which she determined that the beliefs and intentions of the teacher influenced the
ways in which the teacher implements the curriculum. Lee (1992) examined the effects of
portfolio use on students' ability to reflect on their own learning. She found that students
who had teachers that believe reflection is an important part of the learning process were
better at reflecting on their own portfolio work.
The influence of Lee's (1992), and Lamme and Hysmith's, (1991) findings may be
that portfolio-based assessment programs, whether large-scale or small-scale, have little
chance of success if the teachers implementing the program are using instructional
methods that are at odds with the portfolio program. Teachers whose primary methods of
instruction involved teacher-directed lessons with frequent lectures will probably not be
comfortable with an assessment protocol that emphasizes progressive pedagogy.
Aschbacher (1992) confirmed that the implementation of innovative assessments,
such as portfolios, was a difficult shift for many teachers. She reported on a study that
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involved six schools sites in southern California. As part of the project Aschbacher and
her associates provided training to teachers and administrators. The training focused on
(a) the value and appropriate use of alternative assessment, (b) a background in cognitive
learning theory supporting innovative instruction and assessment, (c) a systematic
approach to developing performance assessments and (d) examples of alternative
assessments. This training had a positive effect on the teacher’s implementation of
portfolios. Relying on surveys, interviews and observations for her data, Aschbacher
(1992) reported factors that appeared to facilitate implementation of new assessments
included a purposeful commitment to innovative assessment and instruction, being part of
a group, administrative support and sustained technical assistance.
Even after the extensive training and subsequent assessment sessions in which
participants collaborated on assessment design work, Aschbacher (1992) still observed
substantial barriers to implementation of alternative assessments such as: (a) a reluctance
to change from focusing on learning activities to focusing on student outcomes, (b)
difficulties specifying criteria for judging student work, (c) lack of time to learn, plan,
practice, use and reflect about portfolio practice. She also found that there was a need
among teachers and administrators for training and on-going support, that teachers had a
reluctance to change from established practices and that there was a lack of a long-range
assessment implementation plan at most schools.
Aschbachers' (1992) results were echoed in a study conducted by Calfee and
Perfumo (1996). Calfee and Perfumo (1996) investigated what elementary teachers mean
when they say they were "doing'* portfolios. They found that these teachers conveyed an
intense level of commitment and personal renewal. Teachers reported spending enormous
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amounts of time and energy rethinking the meaning of their work. This led to teachers
feeling a sense of satisfaction and accomplishment in regards to their classroom practice.
As in Aschbacher's (1992) study, however, Calfee and Perfiimo (1996) also found
a pervasive lack of thought among classroom teachers about how student achievement
was to be measured. In fact many of the respondents exhibited a definite distaste for
evaluation. They found that technical foundations for portfolio assessment were weak and
inconsistent, teachers did not want to set standards or assign grades for students or
programs: "Teachers were willing to judge individual performances, but were
uncomfortable about assessing an entire portfolio" (p. 535).
Calfee and Perfumo (1996) interpret teachers' aversion to thinking about judging
portfolios as a result of portfolios being a "local reaction to external control" (p. 536). As
I have discussed in earlier portions of this paper, many portfolio programs were initiated
as a way to combat the limitations of standardized testing. By initiating portfolio
programs in their classrooms, teachers were looking to gain a measure of professional
control over an assessment system that in the past had assigned them the role of test
monitor. The number of district and school-level portfolio projects started in the last
fifteen years seems to indicate that school administrators are also desirous of having more
local control of the assessment and evaluation process.
Elementary classroom teachers have little training in assessment design or
analysis. This resulted in a portfolio movement that, in Calfee and Perfumo's (1996)
view, encourages an "anything goes" approach. This accounted for some of the difficulty
in reliably aggregating portfolio scores in large-scale assessments. The "anything goes"
approach was evident in the wide variety of ways that portfolios have been designed,
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initiated and implemented. Calfee and Perfiimo (1996) predict that "unless portfolios are
connected to other supporting components in a manner that meets internal classroom
needs while also satisfying external policy demands" they would virtually disappear from
educational practice or become standardized and irrelevant (p. 537).
A project based at the Harvard Graduate School of Education called Assessment
of Projects and Portfolios for Learning (APPLE) (Seidel, et al., 1997) examined two
questions, (a) What are effective ways to assess student work on complex and extensive
projects over the course of the entire school year? (b) Given an assessment system that
accomplishes this, what does it take to implement that system throughout the school, and
make it stick? APPLE worked with teachers and other school faculty who invited APPLE
to assist them in making changes in assessment practices. The relationship between
APPLE and the participating schools was one of active collaboration. Unlike the
researcher directed workshops in Aschbacher's study, the APPLE project worked in
conjunction with school faculty to aid the schools in developing their own assessment
programs.
While APPLE participated in the efforts made at the schools, they also
documented the teachers' and schools' process of change. Seidel, et al. (1997) report three
factors that effect the implementation of portfolio programs at schools. First,
"transforming assessment requires a long-term, on-going, multi-faceted effort that can
take several years before significant visible changes are evident." Second, that "new
forms of assessment must be developed and designed by those involved in the school.
Third, that many schools "may not have the luxury of giving that work the sustained
attention it needs" (p. 141) Few assessment endeavors can withstand the rigorous
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expectations set by APPLE. In the face of such a task it is understandable that both
Aschbacher (1992) and Calfee and Perfumo (1996) saw teachers who were engaged in
portfolio work as deeply committed to their work. It is also not surprising that
Aschbacher identified such a long list of barriers to portfolio implementation.
Research I have reviewed indicates that the implementation of portfolios is
impacted by a teacher's personal characteristics and by factors involving the school
culture. Teachers who are more likely to engage in portfolio assessment use a whole
language approach in the classroom, are reflective about their practice and are willing to
commit time and energy to developing an assessment program. Portfolio implementation
is also facilitated by a school culture in which there is administrative support, technical
assistance, training available and a commitment of time and resources by the
administration. Impediments to portfolio implementation include teacher assessment
anxiety, such as the reluctance on the part of many elementary teachers to use portfolios
for making judgments about student portfolios. Researchers also found that many school
faculties are unable to commit to the long-term work necessary to make a portfolio
program successful.
The majority of research on portfolios attempts to answer one of the three
questions: (a) Can validity and reliability be established for large-scale portfolio
assessment programs? (b) What impact do portfolio programs have on the classroom
teacher? (c) What factors effect implementation of portfolio programs? The research
done in these areas can be summed up in one question: Do portfolios contribute to the
assessment of student performance in schools?
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When using portfolios as an instrument for large-scale aggregated assessment, the
answer is mixed. Portfolios do not seem to be able to be used effectively to replace the
information we get from norm-referenced standardized tests. The complexity and
variability that is part of the nature of portfolios overwhelm the quantitative analysis
methods we use for large-scale assessments. In schools where standardized tests have
been the primary method of assessing students progress, portfolios can sometimes be
useful as a way of introducing new instructional and assessment ideas to teachers.
However, teachers with a predisposition to traditional teaching methods may not derive
the benefit from mandated portfolio programs that more progressively oriented teachers
do.
As a part of classroom and school-based initiatives, portfolios did appear to
contribute to the assessment of student performance. Teachers report using portfolios for
evaluating student skills, for monitoring student progress over time and for reporting to
parents. Portfolio practice also encouraged collaboration among and between students
and teachers. Teachers using portfolios in the classroom tend to be reflective about their
work and seek out professional development opportunities that help them understand
their students' development. For teachers who have initiated portfolios in their own
classrooms the inhibitors to portfolio implementation, such as classroom management
issues and a lack of technical quality, do not outweigh the benefits those teachers
perceive in using portfolio assessment.
Students' Perceptions of Portfolios
A relatively new area of educational research involved students' perceptions in the
classroom. There has been an increasing interest in students' perceptions as researchers'
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view of learners has shifted from that of recipients of information responding to stimuli,
to a view of learners as active information processors who affect classroom events as they
are affected by them (Schunk, 1992). This view of students as active constructors of
knowledge has led to research into students’ perceptions of their competence and their
ability to organize and implement effective metacognitive strategies for learning
(Zimmerman & Martinez-Pons, 1992).
Research about students' perceptions of portfolios. Paris, Turner, Muchmore and
Perry (1995) found that first, third and fifth grade students were able to self-assess work
samples in their portfolios but there were age-related differences in the basis for the
students' evaluations. Older students were able to evaluate their work in abstract terms
such as content, style, personal meaningfulness and the process involved in creating the
work. Younger students often judged their work according to more concrete attributes
such as time put in and surface features of the work. A study by Van Kraayenoord and
Paris (1997) confirmed the developmental trends in students perceptions of portfolios and
found that third, fourth and fifth grade students are able to accurately assess their work
using portfolios and that students can identify particular metacognitive strategies that
influence their learning.
The limited body of research concerning students' perceptions of portfolios
suggested that students do use portfolios for assessing and evaluating their work. There
seems to be a cognitive benefit for students who are engaged in collecting and reviewing
their work. Further research needs to identify classroom conditions that encourage or
inhibit students' use of portfolios for reflective examination of their learning.
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Portfolios and Intertextualitv
Now that I have reviewed some of the research on portfolios, I will address an
issue regarding portfolio research and review a new type of portfolio research. An
underlying theme in the body of portfolio research involved the rigor with which teachers
apply standards of performance to portfolios. There is a general push-pull relationship
revealed in the research literature between teachers and researchers. Teachers seem to
want to use portfolios for assisting the process of teaching. Researchers, for their part,
seem to be determined that teachers use portfolios for making judgments on the products
of students' learning. This may be a reflection of the two historical trends I identified
earlier in this paper, educational measurement and progressive philosophy. Most
educational research has its antecedents in the educational measurement tradition,
whereas elementary teachers tend to draw upon the progressive tradition as the basis for
classroom pedagogy.
Ultimately, the terms educational measurement and progressive philosophy may
only be slogans which researchers and writers use to describe the indescribable forces
underlying the learning process. Recently, there has been a shift in portfolio research
away from the tug of opposing dualities such as positivist versus constructivist and
quantitative versus qualitative. Some researchers are looking for clues to the value and
meaning of portfolios in the interactions that occur between the people involved in the
portfolio process and their relationship to the portfolio itself as a textual document. These
researchers viewed the portfolio process as a series of socially constructed interactions
that people had with each other as they formulate both an individual and a shared
understanding of a portfolio. For them portfolios offer an intertextual view of a student s
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learning. The concept of intertextuality has been used by linguists as a way of analyzing
complex human interactions such as patterns of discourse (Bloome & Egan-Robertson,
1993; Fairclough, 1995). The concept of intertextuality had been the subject of extensive
scrutiny in the literary and anthropological realms, but it is a relative newcomer to
education (Jenkins, 1996).
An example of the use of intertextuality in portfolio research is seen in the work
of Jordan and Purves (1994). Jordan and Purves (1994) investigated the ways in which
teachers talk about the portfolio process. They analyzed teachers' language and looked for
the guiding metaphors embedded in the way teachers described what happened with
portfolios in their classrooms. Some of the metaphors they identified included a portfolio
as a summary, a portrait, a mirror, a certificate of membership, a meditation, a title and a
deed conferring responsibility. They then extend the metaphor to include the students',
teachers' and school districts' roles in that metaphor. In the metaphor of a portfolio as a
summary the students' role was to select items for the portfolio, the teachers' role was to
define what constitutes a portfolio and the districts' role was to judge the contents of the
portfolio. Jordan and Purves (1994) see their work as adding to the range of ways we talk
about and view portfolios, thus extending the possibilities of how portfolios may be used.
Rather than identifying discrete parts that helped define what a portfolio is, or how it is
produced, as does most research on portfolios, Jordan and Purves find the commonalties
that link portfolio events in a broader social and cultural context.
Jervis (1996) in her book. Eyes on the Child: Three Portfolio Stories, described
three schools and the portfolio systems that each had created. Jervis uses storytelling as a
research technique. She told anecdotes about the classrooms from her visits to the schools
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and extensively quotes teachers from interviews and conversations. Her goal as a
researcher was to paint a picture that we as the viewer interpret according to our own
experience. Addressing the reader she says, "No agreement exists among researchers,
policy makers, or practitioners about standards, assessments or portfolios, so how
teachers face the messiness is part of the story" (p. 7). Jervis' (1996) stories provided a
view of how students, teachers and the communities of these schools manufacture the
portfolio process, even as they participate in it. The analysis Jervis offered does not draw
conclusions as much as it broadens the discussion. She followed narrative threads
through the stories such as the impact of standards on teaching, the theory underlying
portfolio practice, the networks of educators that bolster homegrown portfolio efforts and
the rituals of personal interaction around education.
Jervis' (1996) research was included in the portfolio research section of this paper,
because it did more than give details of particular portfolio programs. Her research
focuses on the perspectives, or texts, that participants bring to the event of portfolio
production. Jervis' (1996) study revealed how participant's personal and social texts
interconnect to create a culture of evaluation in schools. Jervis's, and Jordan and Purves',
research emphasized that portfolios were not just about the product inside a folder, or
even the process of getting the portfolio produced, but more accurately about the
intertextuality brought to, and created by, those who participate in the portfolio process.
This type of descriptive research adds significantly to our understanding of the effect that
portfolios have on teaching and learning.
In this chapter I examined portfolio practice in elementary education. I defined
educational portfolios and reviewed the educational history that established the
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foundation for portfolio practice. I surveyed several models of portfolios including
portfolio theory, types of portfolios and a variety of portfolio programs in use today. I
also reviewed portfolio research. Finally, I will briefly summarize these sections and
make some concluding remarks.

Summary
Portfolios are defined as collections of student work that demonstrate what
students learned, what students understands and what students are able to do. Portfolios
were commonly used by students for self-reflection and by teachers for evaluating
students' learning. Educational institutions used student portfolios for investigating the
effectiveness of curricular programs and for assessing student performance. Portfolios
were strongly identified with the term authentic assessment. Authentic assessments
utilized students’ performance on classroom tasks, rather than on standardized tests, to
assess student progress.
Two educational trends had a significant impact on the development of portfolios,
educational testing and the progressive education movement. Educational testing
provided quantitative information about student achievement for almost a century.
Progressive educators criticized educational testing as giving a limited, one-dimensional
view of what students know. Portfolios were developed as a result of several progressive
movements such as whole language pedagogy, integrated day philosophy and
constructivist learning theory. Many educators saw portfolios as a way to use progressive
methods to improve traditional, norm-referenced, standardized testing and as a device for
encouraging students' metacognitive processes.
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A wide range of portfolio practice developed over the last fifteen years. Portfolio
models tended to fall into two categories, portfolios that are controlled by the student
and/or the teacher, and portfolios that are controlled by the teacher and/or the institution.
The contrast between these two approaches became especially evident when the roles of
the participants in the portfolio process are examined. Portfolios that are controlled
mostly by the teacher and the institution generally use a positivist-based methodology.
The portfolios in which more control was situated in the student tend to use a
constructivist approach to portfolio practice.
Researchers have investigated the appropriateness of portfolios for large-scale
assessment, the factors that affect portfolio implementation and students' perceptions of
portfolios. The impact of portfolio programs on classroom teachers was also studied. At
this time there are inconsistencies in research regarding validity and reliability of largescale portfolio practice. These inconsistencies make it difficult to recommend portfolios
as a tool for the aggregation of large-scale assessment. The effective implementation of
portfolio programs depended on the predisposition of teachers to the use of progressive
educational methodology and also the long-term availability of services in support of the
portfolio program. Nonetheless, many teachers who used portfolios in their classrooms
reported a renewed sense of professional commitment to their jobs. In many cases,
portfolio practice informed instruction, facilitated collaborative activities in schools and
contributed to teachers' understanding of student learning when portfolios were used for
classroom-based assessment. Limited research on student perceptions of portfolios
indicated that students are able to use portfolios for thinking about the work they do in
school.
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As a workshop presenter who frequently speaks to groups of educators about
portfolios, I am often asked: What is the right way to do portfolios? After completing this
review of portfolios in elementary schools, I have a better appreciation of why educators
ask this question. The incredible variety of portfolio practice must seem daunting to many
teachers, especially those who rely on traditional educational pedagogy.
As disconcerting as the variation in portfolio practice may be I believe it is
preferable to the alternative of a singular, standardized portfolio system. A uniform
portfolio approach would not build on the strengths of portfolios as multidimensional
pictures of students' learning. Portfolios have the potential to demonstrate students'
abilities in ways that standardized tests do not. Furthermore, portfolios developed from a
mixed ancestry of educational measurement and progressive ideology. Given this
background it is not surprising that some examples of portfolio practice are akin to the
educational testing tradition and others are more closely related to progressive
methodology.
A variety of portfolio practices are good for education because it forces educators
to carefully consider what they are doing when they initiate portfolio assessment. The
best teachers are those who themselves are personally, and consciously, engaged in a
learning process and are working to understand themselves as practitioners and their
students as learners. It is important for teachers to be engaged in the learning process
because the portfolio process demands a lot from teachers. Portfolio practitioners must be
able to understand and integrate complex learning processes in their teaching.
Variety and flexibility are strengths of portfolios not weaknesses. Variety is a
reflection of the experimentation that has characterized the development of portfolios. In
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elementary schools there are a lot of classroom teachers who individually and in small
groups of colleagues have initiated portfolio assessment with their students. These
teachers did this not because of an institutional demand for testing accountability, but
because they had a sense that there was something missing from their classrooms, that
there had to be a better way to demonstrate student learning. These classroom teachers
have designed flexible portfolio programs that meet the needs of their school culture and
of their students.
Is there a right way to do portfolios? I believe that there is an approach for the
classroom that has the best chance of success. This approach would combine several of
the practices that I have reviewed in this chapter. In this model, as shown in Figure 2.7,
the participation of student, teacher, institution and family would be utilized at every
stage of portfolio production. All of the stakeholders in the assessment process would
have a role that contributes to the student's progress.
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Figure 2.7 Portfolio process model
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Institutions, such as schools, school districts and state departments of education,
are most effective when they provide guidance that is beyond the scope of the classroom
teacher and when they provide support services for maintaining the portfolio process. The
portfolio process model in Figure 2.7 shows that the institution helps to set the purpose of
the portfolio by establishing standards of student performance. The institution may
provide background information about a student's past performance that help guide the
teacher and student in setting future goals for the student. Additionally, the institution
acts as a judge or certifying board when a portfolio is used as a requirement for
graduation or licensing.
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The family also has an expanded role in this portfolio model. There may be
artifacts from home that reveal parts of a student's knowledge and understandings that
school work does not show. A family may make suggestions when the student is
selecting evidence of learning for the portfolio. The family can also offer their unique
perspective to the student's progress during the reflection and evaluation stages of the
portfolio process.
In this portfolio model the student and teacher are collaborators as described by
Jenkins (1996). The teacher acts as a guide and mentor to the student, interpreting the
information provided by the institution for the student and the family. The teacher curates
the information into a profile of the student. During the evaluation stage of portfolio
production the teacher helps the student establish goals for future learning by critiquing
the student's work and validating the student's accomplishments.
Preparing and analyzing the portfolio is done by the student with assistance from
the teacher. The student presents the portfolio to an appropriate audience; in elementary
schools this audience is often the student's family. At the presentation the student lays
claim to the learning that is demonstrated by the portfolio contents. The student utilizes
the information assembled in the portfolio and the guidance provided by the other
participants to set personal learning goals.
The process that I have just described, and illustrated in Figure 2.7, is designed
for locally controlled portfolios. Portfolios are too complex an apparatus for large-scale
aggregated assessment. Educational institutions have important roles in the portfolio
process, but the strengths of portfolio assessment are most effectively utilized when each
step of portfolio production stays close to the producer of the portfolio.
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CHAPTER 3
METHOD
Introduction
Portfolio research has focused almost exclusively on teacher and researcher
perspectives of portfolios. There has been limited portfolio research regarding students'
perspectives. Student views of portfolios need to be examined so that educators have a
better understanding of the effect on student learning and of how portfolios may enhance
students’ metacognitive processes. In this study I examined the perspectives of twentytwo third grade students, and I worked with two third grade teachers to design teaching
strategies that use portfolios to facilitate higher order thinking by students.
In order to understand students' perspectives of portfolios and the effect of teacher
interventions on students' thinking processes, I used several methodologies for the
collection and triangulation of data. These methodologies included: (a) student
interviews, (b) classroom observations, (c) examination of portfolio artifacts, (d) teacher
logs, (e) teacher consultations and, (f) teacher interviews. This chapter describes the site
selection, participants, data collection, and data analysis techniques for this study as well
as the strategies that were used for establishing the trustworthiness of the study.

School Site Selection
My experiences as a researcher in a previous field study demonstrated to me the
difficulties of becoming a member of an unfamiliar school culture. For this reason, I
sought a school familiar to me as a site for this study. Wilson Elementary School (WES, a
pseudonym) is located in a small city in semi-rural New England. The school has
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approximately 320 students in preschool through grade 5 classrooms. The school
population was composed of predominantly white, middle class students from
surrounding neighborhoods.
I chose Wilson Elementary School as a site for this study for two reasons. First, I
have a previous association with the school. I taught third grade at WES for twelve years.
I left on good terms with the staff, families, and administration of the school. My
familiarity with the WES community enabled me to form a new working relationship
with the teachers and students for this research.
Second, there is a history of portfolio practice at the school. Portfolios have been
a part of WES since 1991. In grades 1-4 students are involved in selecting examples of
work for their portfolios, and the portfolios are used at parent/teacher conferences. The
WES portfolios are collections of work in all subjects and often reflect the integration of
curriculum areas that is common throughout the school. The schools' commitment to
portfolios helped to ensure the viability of this project.
The limitations of this site include the lack of ethnic diversity and the danger of
researcher overrapport. Although there is little ethnic diversity as WES there is diversity
in the academic levels of the students. Special needs students are included in the regular
classroom with assistance from instructional aides. My previous association with the
school presented a possibility of overrapport. The steps I took to prevent overrapport are
described in the section that discusses the trustworthiness of this study.
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Participants
Two female third grade teachers, Ms. A and Ms. L, and students in each of their
classrooms participated in this study. I solicited these two teachers and their students for
participation based on four criteria. First, Ms. A and Ms. L both have experience with
portfolios in their classrooms. Each teacher had tried portfolios in the previous year and
wanted to build on that experience.
Second, Ms. A and Ms. L demonstrated the willingness and the ability to be
reflective about their classroom practice. Each teacher has a M.Ed. degree. One of the
teachers is an adjunct faculty member in the education department at a local college. My
experience as a colleague of these two teachers is that they are responsible, collaborative,
and thoughtful in their practice.
Third, my previous association with Ms. A and ms. L was very positive. We
worked together as colleagues and as team members within the school. We sometimes
shared teaching responsibilities in each other's classrooms. My familiarity with the school
and my established relationship with the participants of this study gave me an entree to
the school and classroom culture that I would not have had at a different site with
unfamiliar participants. I did not have to spend time acculturating myself to the school,
the teachers, and the students. Later in this chapter, I will describe the methods I used to
ensure the trustworthiness of the data.
Student participants were selected from the two teachers' classrooms. I visited
both classrooms and explained the intent and procedures of the study to the students. All
students received a letter of consent that was signed by themselves and their parents
(Appendix A). Students who returned the consent form participated in the study. Twenty92

four students (8 girls and 14 boys) began as participants, two students left the school
during the course of the year.
Students were at ease with me during my classroom visits and during the
interviews. They greeted me when I arrived in the classroom and came willingly to
interviews. Hopefully, the students’ comfort level with me as a familiar adult, yielded
more personal insights from the students about their thinking and learning processes than
if I had been a stranger researcher (Parker, 1984).

Entry to the Site
I received Ms. A’s and Ms. L’s verbal consent to participate in August 1998.
After receiving their verbal consent I spoke with the principal of the WES. In fall 1998
the principal was beginning his first year at WES. He was very enthusiastic about WES
being the site for this study. He conveyed a desire for all grade levels at the school to
address the higher order thinking skills of students. At the time of this study WES was
also developing an electronic portfolio system that the principal hoped would be a model
for a district-wide portfolio program. In addition to the teachers and principal of the
school, the superintendent of the school district expressed to me his desire for the district
to be involved in educational research projects.
Before the school year started, the two participating teachers held an evening
meeting with the parents of their new students. The purpose of this meeting was to inform
families about school events that occur during the year. At that meeting the teachers
mentioned the possibility of students participating in this study. In September I sent an
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informational letter and the student consent forms to the parents of all students (Appendix
A). I also secured the written consent of the teachers (Appendix B).

Data Collection
Data for this study were collected from five sources: (a) student interviews, (b)
portfolio artifacts, (c) teacher logs, (d) consultations, (e) interviews with teachers and, (f)
classroom observations.
Student Interviews
Interviews are an effective means to determine students' perceptions because
interviews can focus on the students' subjective experience, provide information unique
to each participant, and allow for flexibility of questioning (Hughes, 1989). Interviews
are an especially appropriate data collection technique with young children because
interviewing does not require the participant to have highly developed literacy skills as
do other techniques such as questionnaires (Parker, 1984). Furthermore, previous studies
have demonstrated that beginning in third grade, students are able to accurately selfappraise academic competence and efficacy during interviews (Assor and Connell, 1992).
Researchers have found that the semi-structured interview was an effective
technique for assessing students' perceptions of classroom tasks (Wixson, Bosky,
Yochum & Alverman, 1984). Semi-structured interviews allowed the researcher to use
verbal probes, such as clarifying questions or requests that a child demonstrate a
particular point. Another advantage of the semi-structured interview was that it utilizes
the students' actual experiences as the context for the questions (Hughes, 1989).
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I interviewed student participants two times, once in the fall and once in the
spring. Student interviews were conducted in the WES library. The librarian prepared a
space behind a set of freestanding dividers. Sounds in the library were muffled and
library activity was out of the interviewee’s range of view. During the first set of
interviews I walked with students to and from their classrooms. For the second set of
interviews I stayed in the library; students told their classmates when I was ready for
them, and students came unaccompanied to the library. Students came eagerly for the
interviews. Frequently, when I observed in the classrooms, students would ask me, “Am I
going with you today?” I conducted the first set of interviews at the end of October as
students prepared their portfolios for the first trimester conferences. I did the second set
of interviews as students completed their portfolios in early June. All student interviews
were recorded and transcribed verbatim.
Interviews were semi-structured, in that I prepared a set of ten sequenced
questions (Appendix C). I used my judgment in phrasing and sequencing the questions
depending on the context of the individual student responses. The interview questions
were a modified version of the Worksamples Interview developed by van Kraayenoord
and Paris (1997). The worksamples interview was a series of questions that asked
students to reflect on their experiences with portfolios and to use specific artifacts from
the portfolio to talk about their learning. Van Kraayenoord and Paris (1997) used
worksamples interviews to examine the quality of students' perceptions of their work.
This interview technique asked students to discuss elements of the portfolio process, to
describe specific work samples, and to talk about their cognitive and academic
development.
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Semi-structured interviews allow for the possibility of the interview itself
influencing the perceptions of the participants. The effect on the study results of
participants modifying their responses because of their participation in the research study
is mediated by the researcher’s opportunity to ask follow-up questions, probe on
particular points of interest and revisit participants’ responses over a prolonged period of
time. Thus, the interview questions become a part of the educational experience of the
students as they attend to the content and context of the researcher’s questions.
After the first round of student interviews I modified question 7 (Are you getting
better at writing?) and question 8 (What are some things you are trying to improve on?).
My original intention for asking these questions was to specifically examine students’
writing and other areas of the curriculum identified by the student as being of
consequence. This distinction was not clear to the students; they either gave the same
response twice or expressed confusion over being asked two similar questions.
In the second round of interviews, instead of asking both questions I simply asked
students to show me something that demonstrated improvement. In order to remain
consistent in my record keeping I referred to this combined question as question 7/8 and I
continued to refer to questions 9 and 10 by their original designation. Thus, I had a total
of ten questions for the first interview and nine questions for the second interview.
Portfolio Artifacts
During student interviews, I noted examples of work that were referenced by
students. These artifacts were copied, dated, and archived. Artifacts provided a context
for students' responses during the analysis of the interview transcripts and demonstrated
students' academic development over the course of the school year.
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Teacher Logs
A goal of this study was to identify instructional strategies that support students'
higher order thinking skills through the use of portfolios. Data were collected about
classroom instruction in several ways: teacher logs, field notes taken from classroom
observations, consultations with teachers, and final student interviews.
Teachers maintained logs of portfolio lessons, activities, and incidents of
individual student portfolio use in their classrooms (Appendix D). The logs served as a
reference point when I consulted with the teachers. Reviewing the logs helped the
teachers recall and reflect on specific portfolio events. I used the logs to keep track of the
portfolio practices that occurred in the classrooms when I was not present.
Consultations with Teachers and Teacher Interviews
I met with Ms. A and Ms. L on a monthly basis to discuss portfolio events. These
events included specific portfolio lessons, teacher/student conferences in which the
portfolios were utilized, and student-led parent/teacher portfolio conferences.
Consultations also included inservice workshop sessions in which I worked with the
teachers to develop portfolio activities designed to encourage students' higher order
thinking skills.
Teachers were interviewed at the end of the school year. The purpose of the
teacher interviews was to get the teacher's perspective on both the portfolio process in
their classrooms and on the data from the student interviews. These interviews enabled
me to check my interpretations of classroom events against the point of view of the
teachers. All teacher consultations and interviews were recorded and selectively
transcribed to preserve the content of the session discussions for later review.
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Classroom Observations
Classroom observations occurred monthly throughout the study. The first
observations helped me understand how the teachers organize their classroom day, the
variety of classroom activities, and the relationship between the teachers and their
students. As the teachers engaged their students in portfolio lessons, I scheduled
observation time during those lessons. These observations enabled me to document ways
in which the teachers presented portfolios to their students and the strategies the teachers
used to encourage student reflection about portfolios. I also attended several
parent/teacher conferences in which students presented their portfolios. These sessions
were held on special release days specifically set aside for conferences.
During the classroom observations and parent/teacher conferences I wrote field
notes that included observations of events and dialogue. The field notes also included
observer comments about my own feelings and perceptions of what was happening in the
classroom. A timeline for data collection in this study appears in Appendix E.

Data Analysis
Student Interviews and Artifacts
Student interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim. Interviews were
analyzed using The Ethnograph v5.03 software program for the analysis of text-based
data. The Ethnograph facilitates the development of codings based on themes, concepts,
and commonalties identified in the data.
All codings were listed and defined in a codebook. These codes originated with
the first round of student interviews, observations and teacher consultations. As data
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collection progressed I revisited the codebook and revised the codes. The codebook was
continually modified until a saturation of categories and an emergence of regularity were
reached. Student responses were coded with one or more category depending on the
depth of the student’s response. Codes of student responses were tallied on frequency
tables.
Student interviews were also scored using a scoring rubric on the interview
protocol shown in Appendix C. This scoring rubric was a modified version of the rubric
used by van Kraayenoord and Paris (1997) for the Worksamples interviews. Student
responses received 2, 1, or 0 points based on the depth of insight, metacognitive thinking,
and self-assessment demonstrated by students. A score of 2 indicated that the response
showed evidence of the student's awareness of the use of higher order thinking skills such
as: planning, monitoring, evaluating, revising, making mental connections to other work,
or using a variety of strategies for learning. Student responses scored a 1 if the answer
was based on superficial features of the portfolio process or portfolio artifacts without
regard to personal reflection or specifics in the process of producing the artifacts. A score
of 0 indicated that students gave no response, an inappropriate response, or was unable to
elaborate any reason or explanation for the response.
Reliability of the coding and scoring rubric was established by having a second
coder examine and score a selection of the student interview transcripts. The second
coder was trained in the use of the codebook and the scoring instrument. Following each
interview the second coder reviewed more than sixty student responses representing all
questions and every student. Reliability was determined by dividing the number of
responses both coders scored similarly by the total number of responses scored by both
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coders. The second coder and I agreed on 80% of the scores after the first interview and
92% of the scores after the second interview. This demonstrated the reliability of the
coding and scoring system.
The Ethnograph software program was used to analyze and code transcripted
interviews. Additionally, the SPSS statistical software program was used to list, tabulate,
and analyze the student response scores. Portfolio artifacts identified during interviews
were copied, dated and archived for use during analysis of the transcripts. The artifacts
added an additional perspective to the students' perception of their learning by placing the
interview responses into the context of the student's work.
Teacher Logs. Classroom Observations, and Consultations
Field notes from teacher logs, classroom observations and consultation sessions
were transcribed into The Ethnograph software program. These field notes contributed to
my understanding of the classroom cultures in this study and the effect of teacher
interventions on students' use of portfolios.
The constant comparison method was used to analyze all data (Bogden & Biklen,
1992). I identified commonalties in the data, collected and sorted evidence of themes and
patterns, noted new subtleties in the data, and compared and contrasted the new data with
the old themes and patterns. Constant comparison continued until I reached a saturation
of categories, the same themes and categories regularly occurring, and established an
emergence of regularities (Lincoln & Guba, 1990).
I used the portfolio process matrix for conducting a componential analysis
(Appendix F). The portfolio process matrix is a modification of Paulson and Paulson's
(1990) CMAP model. The events in the portfolio process that run across the top of the
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matrix included: (a) collection of artifacts, (b) selection of representative pieces, (c)
reflection and self-assessment about the portfolio contents, (d) presentation of the
portfolio to an appropriate audience, and (e) evaluation of the portfolio against an
established standard.
Along the side of the matrix are the agents, or stakeholders, who participate in the
portfolio process. They are the student, teacher, family and institution. The boxes within
the matrix represent the roles taken on by each of the agents during the portfolio process.
The matrix aided in identifying the characteristics of portfolio implementation in the
classroom settings.

Trustworthiness
Trustworthiness of this study was established by using several techniques
recommended by Lincoln and Guba (1990): prolonged engagement, triangulation,
member checks, and a reflexive journal. Prolonged engagement involves being in the
study setting long enough to learn the culture of the site, to take into account distortions
in the data, and to build a level of trust with the participants. This study extended over the
course of an entire school year, additionally; I had knowledge of my study site as a
former teacher there. I was familiar with the culture of the school and the particular grade
level at which the study was conducted. My problem as a researcher at this site was not
learning the culture and building trust; instead I contended with the danger of
overrapport, preventing my previous association with the school from influencing the
outcomes of the study. Sometimes being an insider inhibits the researcher’s ability to
understand salient aspects of the culture of the research site. Risks of overrapport in this
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study included the danger of basing data analysis on my prior knowledge of the site or
the perceptions of a small number of participants.
In order to prevent overrapport and to establish the credibility of my findings I did
three things. First, I maintained a researcher’s reflexive journal. My journal contained
notes on the logistics of the study, personal memos, observer comments, and a
methodological log chronicling decisions I made as the study progressed. The journal
was a kind of personal diary in which I kept track of the progress of the study and of the
issues that arose for me as a researcher.
Second, I used the technique of triangulation to establish the credibility of the
results. In this study I used five different sources of data and a variety of methods of
analysis. This allowed me to compare themes and patterns from several sources of data in
more than one way. Additionally, I used a second coder for scoring the student interviews
to establish the reliability of the coding and of the scoring rubric.
Finally, I established the credibility of the study by using the member checking
technique. At each teacher consult meeting I provided Ms A and Ms. L with notes and
transcripts of the previous meeting. We reviewed the data together. This afforded them
the opportunity to comment on the accuracy of the data and served as a reminder of what
happened in our previous session. Clarifications and modifications were made on a
monthly basis.
Student interviews were transcribed and the transcriptions checked against the
recordings. I reviewed the student interview and artifact data with the teachers to get their
perspective of the student responses. My consistent presence in the classrooms allowed
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me to check in with students and teachers to clarify aspects of the data that were not
clear.
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CHAPTER 4
RESULTS
Data analysis resulted in two broad themes regarding portfolio use in elementary
classrooms, self-reflection and ownership for learning. This chapter will describe the data
relevant to these themes and relate data to the research questions: (a) how do students
describe the portfolio process; (b) what ways do students view portfolios as contributing
to their learning; (c) how do students use portfolios to describe their learning; and (d)
what classroom strategies encourage higher order thinking about portfolios?

Student Self-Reflection
Analysis of data showed that the nature of student self-reflection concerning
portfolios changed over the course of the 1998 - 1999 school year. By self-reflection I
mean a ".. .kind of mindfulness [that] grows out of the capacity to judge and refine one's
work and efforts.(Zessoules & Gardner, 1991, p.55) Self-reflection is a way in which
students think about what they do. For the purposes of this study, self-reflection refers to
the ways in which students think about the portfolio process and how they use portfolios
to think about their work.
Overall, from the first to the second interview, students’ perspective on portfolios
shifted from an attention to the procedural aspects of the portfolio process to the use of
portfolios for monitoring progress. The change in student self-reflection was evident
through student interviews, field notes taken during portfolio lessons and artifacts from
portfolios. I will describe students’ perspective of the portfolio process, the changes in
self-reflection, and the teaching strategies that had an impact on student self-reflection.
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Students’ Initial Perspectives and Self-Reflection
Field notes showed that students’ perspectives about portfolios followed some
general patterns and trends. In this section I will describe those general patterns and begin
to relate that perspective to student self-reflection. In the following section I will describe
more specifically the ways that students used portfolios for self-reflection and the
changes that occurred over the course of the school year.
Students’ perspectives of portfolios were derived primarily from student
interviews. The patterns and trends in the interview data were coded and organized into
categories. Table 4.1 shows the frequency with which categories occurred in each of the
two interviews. Frequency of categories reflected the number of times each category was
addressed by students in the interviews. All categories are defined in Appendix G.
A particular point of interest in Table 4.1 was the change in frequency of
categories. The most frequently mentioned categories in interview 1 were showing work
(show), liking particular pieces (like it) and keeping work in the portfolio (keep work).
The least mentioned categories in interview 1 included looking back at work (look back),
making choices (choices), comparing work (compare), and improvement (improve). In
the second interview this changed substantially. The top category remained showing
work, but the next four most frequent categories were improvement, looking back at
work, comparing work over time, and making choices. These categories and the change
in frequencies will be discussed in more detail later in this chapter.
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Table 4.1 Frequency of Categories Coded in Student Interviews
N = 22
—
Interview 1
Categories
Interview 2
Total of 1 & 2
36
Show
77
41
29
Like it
44
15
4
Improve
39
43
24
Keep work
16
40
Look back
6
37
31
Compare
28
35
7
Handwriting
18
15
33
19
Hard work
13
32
Choices
5
20
25
Fun
13
12
25
9
Neatness
16
25
14
11
Grade
25
Best work
13
10
23
Teacher
10
13
23
9
14
23
Correct
8
20
12
Time
306
530
224
Total

Total frequency of categories assigned increased (27%) from interview 1 (224) to
interview 2 (306). This result reflected the extent and depth of the student’s comments
and was a consequence of the analytic method by which a student comment was coded.
For example, in answer to the question, “If you could choose to keep a portfolio or not,
which would you choose?” AB’s response in the first interview was coded as “show,”
because she talked about showing to parents. AB said:
AB1: Yeah I would.
R: You would, how come?
AB1: ‘Cause I like showing my parents the things that I've been doing in school.
The number 1 or 2 after a student’s initials refers to whether the comment was made
during interview 1 or 2, respectively. R refers to a researcher comment.
When KB answered the question about whether he would choose to keep a
portfolio he said:
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KB2: I'd keep one because it'd be cool to keep a paper from the year before and
then, in fourth grade I'll take one from the fourth grade and combine it together
[with one from third grade] and then look at my handwriting again.
KB’s response was coded as “keep work, look back, compare, and handwriting.” In one
statement he referred to keeping work over time, gaining perspective by comparing one
piece of work to another, and looking for progress in the quality of his handwriting. AB’s
response indicated she liked to show her portfolio. KB’s response gave multiple reasons
for keeping a portfolio and thus fit multiple categories.
Overall, students most frequently described portfolios as something to show. Out
of all 530 codings from both interviews, 17% (77) referred to portfolios as being for
showing (36 and 41 respectively). For example, in the first interview AM expressed the
typical response to the question, “What is a portfolio?”
AMI: It's like some papers that you think you did good at and you want to show
your parents.
It is not surprising that showing the portfolios was a primary response by students.
The first round of interviews was conducted in early November as students were
preparing for third grade parent/teacher/student conferences. Students in this study had
kept portfolios in first and second grade. In each of those grades they participated in a
parent/teacher/student conference in which the students showed portfolio work to their
parents.
Students also talked about portfolios as being a place to keep work. Keeping work
and showing portfolios to parents were often mentioned together as in SP’s comment:
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SP1: It's work that you put, you take it and you put it in a folder and then your
parents come and you show them your work.
Field notes indicated that in these classrooms keeping portfolio work consisted of two
steps. Step one, involved collecting work in individual hanging folders (kept in a storage
crate), and step two involved selecting final items to be kept in pocketed folders (kept in
a storage box). Both the work in progress hanging folder and the final pocketed folder
were referred to as portfolios. There was a general understanding among the teachers and
students that “keeping work” meant both collecting work over the course of the trimester
and selecting work at the end of the trimester for inclusion in the portfolios.
When asked about how they made choices as to what to keep in their portfolios
students talked about choosing things they liked, as in this comment by TH:
R: How do decide which one to choose?
TH1: You could choose which one was harder or which one was easier or which
one you liked the most.
Two common reasons students selected pieces for their portfolio were that they judged it
to be their best work, or because it was hard work for them to do. When best work was
mentioned it was often linked to a good grade or the lack of mistakes:
R: How do you know, if it's something you did your best on?
CA1: Like you'll get check pluses and something like that. And you can tell by
how many mistakes and stuff.
Sometimes students chose items because they represented challenging work:
R: I see that you've chosen special things, how do you choose what to put in your
portfolio?
BL1: I like certain things. I like how I did them and I like doing them.
R: What makes it something you like?
BL1: It was hard to do and I liked doing the thing that we were doing.
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WES teaches cursive handwriting in third grade. When students selected work for
their portfolios their choice often had to do with neatness and handwriting. TC’s
comment included these categories:
R: Let's pretend that I am a new student in you class, and I wanted to know what a
portfolio is, what would you say?
TCI: I would say that it's something like if you wanted your mommy and daddy
to see all your great stuff that you did, and you want to do your best work, and put
your best work in there.
R: How do you know that something is your best work?
TCI: By the handwriting and how good it looks.
Overall, students used portfolios to examine their work and describe their
progress. TB’s comment illustrated this when he compared math papers collected in his
portfolio from various times of the year:
R: Is there anything in your portfolio that shows you're improving in math?
TB2: In the beginning of the year I got this all right but when we did these papers,
I usually didn't get them right. I didn't get these problems right. But then at the
end of the year, I started to get better. Like, (looking for his math paper) here. I
got them all right.
Students’ perspectives, even in the first interview, already demonstrated an ability
to examine and think about their work using their portfolio. Over the course of the school
year their judgment developed and was refined. The next section describes the changes in
student self-reflection between the first interview in November and the second interview
in June.
Changes in Student Self-Reflection
A distinguishing feature of student self-reflection between interview 1 and
interview 2 was the change of students’ perspective from viewing portfolios as a
procedural process (i.e., organizing work) to using portfolios to monitor progress (i.e.,
reviewing work). In the beginning of the year students thought mostly about their
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portfolio as having do to with keeping work and showing work to parents. By the end of
the year they thought about the value of using portfolios for monitoring work over time
and noting changes in quality. In the first interview 22 of the 224 total codings, 10%, had
to do with students looking back, making choices, comparing, or acknowledging
improvement (see Table 4.1). This changed dramatically in the second interview 118 out
of 306 total codings, 39%, involved using portfolios to look back, compare and note
improvement. Students’ perspectives on using portfolios for monitoring progress by
looking back, making choices, comparing, and thinking about improvement were evident
throughout their responses to interview questions. The rest of this section will review
student responses to individual questions and describe the changes in students’
perspectives.
In response to the question, “What is a portfolio?” participants clearly viewed
portfolios as something to show but the change in looking back, comparing and
improving indicated students increased attention to monitoring their progress (Table 4.2).
Table 4.2 Student responses to question 1
N = 22
What is a portfolio?_
show
keep work
improve
compare
look back
choices
Total

Interview 1
18
13
0
0
0
0
31

j

I

Interview 2
19
7
14
6
7
5
58

In the first interview none of the student comments referred to monitoring
progress by looking back, comparing or thinking about improvement. In the second
interview there were 27 comments that made reference to monitoring. The change in
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students’ attention to portfolios for recognizing improvement was particularly striking, in
the second interview 14 students viewed portfolios as a means of identifying
improvement. CA’s responses to question 1 illustrated this change:
CA1: It's where we keep all our work and we get stuff together that we like to
show our parents, like math, and when it's conference time, we take our portfolio
with us and we show them what we picked.
CA2: It's something where you keep stuff from what you've done and it's
something that you look back on your work, and you show your parents how
you've been working in school and how you've improved in grades.
In both interviews CA talked about portfolios as a place to keep work and as
something to show; however, in her second interview she included using portfolios to
monitor progress. She talked about looking back at work and noticing improvement.
Another change in the way students described portfolios was the frequency of
student responses about making choices, 0 responses in the first interview, 5 in the
second interview (Table 4.2). For example, BD included choosing work as part of the
procedure of maintaining a portfolio:
BD2: I'd say it's a folder with work in it that you did, that you chose work and you
took it out of your folder to show it to your parents so they can see how well
you're doing. And see what kinds of things you're doing in school.
SP’s comment illustrated that he was reflecting about making choices in a way that
indicated he was also thinking about comparison and improvement:
SP2: [You]... choose something that fits the goals and stuff that you have to work
harder on. And you could choose something that, from the beginning of the year
wasn't so good and then from later in the year that was better. And then you could
show how it's improved.
In this comment AH referred to how he judged the work rather than his teacher or
parents. He expressed why he thought showing portfolios to parents was a good thing:
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AH2: You get to see what you did in the past and see how much better your work
is getting.
R: How does your portfolio help you to see that?
AH2: I did this magnet sheet a few months ago, now I have better writing than
this. And I have better drawings. And now, this is my writing and then you get to
look at this, and you get to look at this. (AH holds up two papers.) And then see
how good you've been doing.
Similarly, question 4, also revealed a change in students’ perception of portfolios
(Table 4.3). In the first interview seven students (32%) said, “I don’t know,” when asked
if the portfolios help you to learn. In the second interview, students more frequently
referred to monitoring progress as contributing to their learning.

Table 4.3 Student responses to question 4
N = 22
Does a portfolio help you to learn or not?
yes
no
I don’t know
Why?
look back
compare
improve
show
neatness
keep work
remembering
Total

Interview 1
14
1
7

Interview 2
18
4
0

3
2
2
3
2
2
2
16

7
7
7
6
1
2
2
32

)

For example, CA described the reflective process with an emphasis on looking back:
CA2: Well, it kind of does help you, because you look at your work and you go
back and see how you improved and stuff, and see if you need to work harder on
more things because you see all the things you have done.
Other students, such as NC, shared the advantages of looking at work over a longer span
of time than just the school year:
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NC2: I think it helps to learn better because it helps you by remembering what
you did in the past couple years... And you just look back and say, "Oh yeah I
remember that now!” And it's just fun, looking back.
Not all students had as positive a perception of the value of portfolios as NC. One
student in first interview and 4 students in second interview held the view that portfolios
did not help them learn (Table 4.3). For example, PH considered portfolios a chore:
R: Now, do you think a portfolio helps you or does not help you to learn better in
school?
PHI: No.
R: How come?
PHI: Because you have to do a lot of stuff. You don’t learn anything because all
you do is show your parents this stuff and you have to work really hard for it and
it doesn’t do anything at all, but you have to work for it.
PH’s perception of portfolios as a burden and not leading to any learning was a
minority point of view among the students. Those who did not readily find value in the
portfolio process, however, also expressed uncertainty about whether or not they were
learning anything new:
DP2: A portfolio doesn’t really teach you to learn better. What a portfolio does, it
lets you express your work to your parents. I mean, I already said this but it's
really just to show off things. Just something you show off to your parents. It
doesn't teach you anything. It just tells you how good you're doing. It shows you,
"Well I did good on this! But not so good on this." So you can tell, like, inbetween the beginning of the year and the end of the year, there's a huge
difference. But that's the thing that teaches you, that you are learning.
R: So it teaches you about your learning?
DP2: Yeah. It teaches you how much you're learning.
DP began by stating that portfolios did not help you to learn but talks about
comparing work from different times of the year and comes around to the point of view
that portfolios taught you about your learning. This was a common perspective of the
students who said that portfolios do not help them to learn. Much like the student
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responses to the question, “What is a portfolio?” students often related learning to the
judgment made by teachers or parents. For example, AH talked about grades:
R: Now do you think a portfolio helps you to learn better in school or does not
help you to learn better in school?
AH1: It does.
R: How come?
AH1: Because, it may, your grade may tell you that you need to work harder.
BW referred to the parents’ input:
BW1: Well your mom and dad might give you some suggestions about your work
and stuff so it could help you.
R: How might that help you if they give you suggestions?
BW1: Because then you can do better next time you do it.
In the second interview students’ comments began to reveal ways in which the portfolio
helped them make judgments about their work. As in this statement from NC in which
she talked about improving her research and writing skills:
R: What is it about looking back that helps you to learn better do you think?
NC2: Say you did a report on like, a ladybug. And then, that was like at, maybe
the second month of the school year. And now it's the last month of the school
year, um, and you did a report on maybe, grasshoppers. Your writing would be
different. You would find a lot more different information.
TB used his portfolio to self-reflect about his work pace:
TB: I look at my papers and sometimes like, one paper I'll rush through it and I'll
get them wrong, so I'll know I'll have to go back through it slower, when we do
another paper like that. Instead of just rushing right through it and getting them
all wrong.
The decline in frequency of some categories from interview 1 to interview 2 was
also indicative of a change in the students’ self-reflection. Table 4.2 shows that the
number of times students referred to portfolios as a place to keep work dropped from 13
(interview 1) to 7 (interview 2). This is mirrored in Table 4.1, which indicated “keep
work” declined from 24 to 16 responses. Students continued to consider portfolios as a
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place to keep work, but the relative importance of portfolios as storage decreased as the
importance of portfolios for monitoring progress increased.
Another category that declined in frequency was “like it” (Table 4.1). When asked
how they choose particular items for their portfolios students responded with a comment
such as, “because I like it” 29 times in the first interview and only 15 times in the second.
This was a consequence of students articulating the rationale for their judgments in more
refined ways. As in these comments by DO and TB about how they choose what to put in
their portfolios:
D02: You look at the paper to see what there is, to see how you did on it and you
look at it and you go, "Wow, I did pretty good on this paper." Then you look
back at another one and say, "Geez, these two really show how I've improved on
handwriting, or something like that.
TB2: Like, your best work you'd want your parents to see because it's your best
work and you want them to see it. And your worst work you'd want them to see it
so they know, and your teachers know, what you need to get better at.
The change in students’ self-reflection, from focusing on procedural aspects of the
portfolio process to thinking about using portfolios to monitor progress, was also
demonstrated through the analytical scoring of student interviews. Student comments
were scored according to the level of higher order thinking skills evident in the students’
responses. Table 4.4 presents the frequency of scores by question in interview 1 and
interview 2.
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Table 4.4 Frequency of Scores bv Question
N = 22

1) What is a portfolio?

Interview 1 scores
0
1
2
4
18

Interview 2 scores
0
1
2
9
13

2) How do you keep a portfolio?

4

17

1

-

12

10

3) How do you choose items?

1

19

2

-

14

8

4) Helps you to learn, or not?

7

6

9

-

5

17

5) What are you proud of?

-

18

4

16

6

6) What was difficult?

2

14

6

1

11

10

7/8) What are you improving on?

-

18

4

2

10

10

9) Keep a portfolio next year?

-

19

3

8

14

-

-

3
14
Totals
129
33
85
88
Note, Scoring scale: 0 = Response was ‘"No, “ or “I don’t know.” 1 = Response was
based on superficial features. 2 = Response showed evidence of higher order thinking.
Dashes indicate no responses received that score.

The number of participants in this study was too small for an analysis of statistical
significance. The changes in frequency of scores, however, indicated a change in
students’ self-reflection similar to the changes noted by examining the categories of
student response in Table 4.1.1 will review a few points of interest and make some
general observations about Table 4.4.
In the first interview 73% of student responses (129) scored 1 and 19% (33)
scored 2. This result indicated that in the first interview most students’ responses were
based on superficial aspects of portfolios. As I have discussed previously in this chapter
students focused on procedural aspects of the portfolio process such as keeping work and
showing the portfolios to parents.
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Frequency of student responses that scored 2 increased from the first interview to
the second interview for all questions. In the second interview 48% of student responses
(85) scored 1 and 50% (88) scored 2. This result indicated that there was an overall
increase in the use of higher order thinking.
There were three questions 1, 4, and 9, from interview 2 in which more than half
of the student responses (N = 22) earned a score of 2. Two questions were discussed
earlier in this chapter as closely related to self-reflection, “What is a portfolio?” and
“Does a portfolio help you to learn or not?” The substantial increase in students who
scored a two for these questions indicated that students were more frequently reflecting
about portfolios using higher order thinking skills. As I documented previously in this
chapter, students referred more frequently to monitoring their work by looking back and
comparing. They also used the work in their portfolios for evaluating their progress.
Another result evident from Table 4.4 is the reduction in the number of student
responses that earned a score of 0. In the first interview 8% (14) of responses scored 0 in
the second interview 1% (3) responses scored 0. In particular, there was a notable change
in question 4, ‘Does a portfolio help you to learn or not?” Seven students’ responses
earned a score of 0 in the first interview but no students’ responses were scored 0 in the
second interview. This indicated students’ increased use of portfolios to reflect about
their learning.
Teaching Strategies for Self-Reflection
Field notes from classroom observations and monthly teacher consultations
indicate that Ms. A and Ms. L provided multiple opportunities for self-reflection in their
classrooms. Self-reflection opportunities occurred throughout the portfolio process. In
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these classrooms the portfolio process consisted of four phases, students: (a) collected
examples of their work; (b) selected work to keep in portfolios; (c) produced written
reflections about the work; and (d) presented the portfolios to their families at
parent/student/teacher conferences. These phases were repeated during all three
trimesters. I will describe the various teaching strategies that had an impact on self¬
reflection during each phase.
Self-reflection during the collection phase.
During the collection phase students began to reflect on their work and consider
what work to keep in their portfolios. Field notes showed that, initially, students collected
pieces of work and stored them for future use in subject area folders. Students used
subject area folders to keep spelling, math and writing work. When work was completed
it either went home or was collected in a “working portfolio. In Ms. L’s classroom the
working portfolio was a crate with hanging file folders. Ms. A used pocketed folders. As
the semester progressed increasingly more pieces were collected into the working
portfolios.
Collection was the time when teachers gave the most directive and procedural
instructions. For example, teachers employed an organizational aid known as the
“portfolio table of contents.” The table of contents was a cover sheet that listed the
subject areas in which students were required to collect work. Ms. A’s table of contents
listed subject areas: “Word Work, Math, Project and Favorite Work” (Appendix H).
Word Work included any language arts activities, such as student composed stories, book
reports, and handwriting practice. Worksheets, activity pages and problem-solving
solutions were typically included for Math. Project work consisted of products created
118

during science and social studies activities. Favorite Work was an open category in which
students could chose something from any content area, including music, art and physical
education. The same subject areas were listed on Ms. L’s table of contents as well as
another category, “Reading” (Appendix I). Reading included work specific to her reading
lessons.
The table of contents functioned as a guide for students regarding what kind of
work to collect. It also had blank lines for students to write reflections. Students used the
table of contents as a reference when presenting the portfolio at parent/student/teacher
conferences. Written reflections will be reported later in this chapter.
Ms. A and Ms. L instructed students about the table of contents during whole
class lessons. They explained what work would be collected in portfolios and described
the sequence of events involved in maintaining the portfolios. These lessons often
involved a combination of directive and formative activities. For instance, Ms. L and Ms.
A used the table of contents to standardize the subject areas collected into the portfolio,
but both also held brainstorming sessions in which students generated a list of examples
of work that could appropriately be considered for each subject area.
The brainstorming session was the students’ first opportunity in the portfolio
process to self-reflect about their work. Students began to reflect on their work and to
consider it in the larger scheme of subject areas. They discussed how one piece of work
could fit into various subject areas. For example, in Ms. L’s class there was a discussion
about using a written science report for either the Projects category or the Word Work
category. After the brainstorming discussion students began to make personal decisions
about what items to collect.
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In the second trimester teachers distributed post-it notes to students as a part of
the collection process. Post-it notes were used to catalogue collected pieces of work. Ms.
A had students write an abbreviation of the subject area in which the work was collected,
for instance “WW” for Word Work. Ms. L instructed students to write on the post-it
notes a reason for why they were collecting that particular piece of work. This process of
encouraging students to reflect on their work, to categorize it into a portfolio subject area
and to rationalize choices led them toward the next phase of the portfolio process,
selection.
Self-reflection during the selection phase.
At the end of each trimester, after students had amassed examples of work in each
of the subject areas, teachers instructed students to narrow choices down to one selection
per subject area on the table of contents. During this phase of the process students selfreflected by comparing the various pieces they had collected and judged which pieces
they would keep in their portfolios.
Ms. A and Ms. L used a variety of instructions to teach students about selecting
work. For example, during the first trimester, Ms. L presented the following instructions
on chart paper to her students:

1.
2.
3.
4.

Portfolio Work
Choose a piece for each area.
Write why you chose it.
Put them in your small folder.
All other folders go in the big green folder to go home.

Ms. L used this list to direct students to follow a specific procedure for managing
their portfolio work and to initiate her students into thinking about rationale for their
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selections. Ms. L asked students to reflect on work but did not encourage them to
compare pieces of work or to think about improvement. Item number three in this list
required students to self-reflect about why they chose particular pieces but provided no
guidance as to how they might arrive at their decision.
Later, Ms. L conducted a brainstorm session. She asked her students, “How do
you choose what to save?” This activity encouraged students to think about looking back
and comparing pieces of work based on conscious rationale. She acted as scribe as
students responded with the following responses:

How do you choose what to put in your portfolio?
things you worked hard on the most,
put a lot of thought into it,
really special, neat (careful),
all the writing is perfect,
most favorite thing you’ve done,
enjoyed,
made progress,
something hard but you got better at it,
something you thought was going to be boring but was really neat.

This brainstorm session encouraged students to think about multiple reasons for
selecting work. Students suggested choosing pieces because they represented hard work,
neatness, correctness, improvement, and things they liked doing. The comments involved
students in a process in which they examined work and determined reasons for choosing
particular pieces.
After the brainstorm session students went back to their seats to do the selection.
Students operated autonomously, moved around the room, freely accessed materials, and
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occasionally checked in with the teacher or other students. There was conversation and
movement. For instance, as students examined the work in their portfolios they processed
their rationales for selecting work by thinking aloud. Students frequently commented to
one another, “I’m keeping this for writing.” “Should I keep this or should I not?” and
“What are you putting in for Math?” Students collected work from storage boxes, and
spread their work out on the floor or on tables, as they talked to one another about their
portfolios. The teacher monitored students’ work and responded to students’ questions.
The self-reflection that occurred during the selection process included reflecting
on work, comparing pieces to one another and making judgments about suitability for the
portfolio. The final selections represented work that was meaningful to them. The next
phase of the portfolio process, written reflection, required them to express their
judgments on paper.
Self-reflection during the written reflection phase.
I have described how students used the table of contents as a guide for collection
and selection of work. The table of contents was also used for written self-reflection.
Part of the table of contents was a lined space in which students were required to write a
reflection about each piece of work they selected. Ms. L’s portfolio table of contents
included a sentence prompt, “I chose this because...” as a part of each content area
(Appendix I). Ms. A’s table of contents did not have a prompt, as did Ms. L’s, the space
for reflection was simply blank. Ms. A included another opportunity for written
reflection, a goal-setting sheet (Appendix H).
Teachers instructed students to use the written reflections on the table of contents
to explain why they selected specific pieces of work. For example. Appendix J shows one
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student’s table of contents for each of the trimesters. Students’ reflections showed
substantive changes from the first to the third trimesters. The written reflections increased
in length and in depth of reflection. AM’s written response for “Math” was illustrative of
the change in her cognitive insight about her work (Table 4.5).
Table 4.5 AM’s Math reflections
10/3/98
03/3/99

06/10/99

Number line
I chose this because I enjoy filling in numbers.
Math Works Homework
I picked this because it was my math homework and it is my favorite thing
because I am so good at math & I had to concentrate so much I had to go to a
quiet place.
Mental Math
I chose this because I like learning how to do times because it’s an easier
way to do adding.

AM’s progress in using written reflection as a way to describe her work is evident in the
length of her written response and in her thinking about the work. In October, her
justification for the choice of this particular math paper was limited to expressing
enjoyment. In March, she commented on a strategy she used to accomplish a difficult
task. In June, she justified her choice by identifying a specific characteristic of
multiplication.
The change in A’s written reflection was typical of the change in student written
reflections from October to June. Students wrote more and became increasingly more
thoughtful when expressing their rationale for selecting work. Two teaching strategies
employed by the teachers, modeling and focused prompting, contributed to this change.
Modeling was a teaching strategy in which students provided examples that the
teacher then used as a springboard for discussion. In the following modeling activity DO
verbally reflected about the items in her portfolio while the rest of the class listened. This
123

modeling was a prelude to the class composing written reflections. As DO talked about
each piece in her portfolio Ms. A recorded DO’s words on chart paper:

Word Work:
I chose my puppet show script that I worked on with A and S. I like it because we
did a lot of hard work cooperating, we each wrote a part.
Math:
This is my word problem that I wrote and solved about swans. I chose it because
it reminds me of a pond I go to where I really do see swans. Also, it was a hard
problem, but I figured it out.
Project Work:
I chose this piece of work because it was a REAL project. We cut out puppets, we
made a set, we had to practice, we had to agree, and we showed it to the whole
class.
Favorite Work:
For my favorite work I chose my first science fiction story. I had fun creating all
the different things she did. I liked brainstorming, thinking of normal things we’d
do, and the not normal things too.

Ms. A and the students had a discussion about the kind of reasoning DO used.
They talked about selecting pieces for the portfolio because the work represents hard
work, working with others, planning, and organizing. Ms. A encouraged other students to
suggest additional rationale for selecting particular pieces. In this way, students were
presented with multiple ways of thinking about their work and about making selections
for the portfolio. By observing as a classmate demonstrated written reflection the students
better understood the process of self-reflection and saw that it was achievable.
Focused prompting was another strategy used by teachers. It was a conversational
technique employing verbal questioning that led students to higher levels of reflection.
For example, when students wrote on their table of contents that a piece of work was
chosen for the portfolio because, “I like it,” or “It’s good work,” the teacher began a
series of questions that encouraged students to articulate their reasons more thoroughly
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and to reflect more deeply about the work. Thus, the teacher asked, “What did you like
about it? “ or, ‘T wonder what you think makes it good work.” The focused prompting
continued until the teacher judged that students had reached their highest level of
reflection. Ms. L and Ms. A used focused prompting when students were making final
selections, while coaching students on their written reflections and during student-led
parent/student/teacher conferences.
Ms. A used an additional strategy for written reflection, goal-setting. After the
first trimester she required students to write about what they thought they had done well,
what they would work harder on, and how they would accomplish the goals they set. At
the end of the third trimester she had students evaluate themselves on their goals and give
examples of their progress. Appendix K shows DP’s goal-setting pages. His written
comments are typical of student goal-setting reflections. He used the work in his portfolio
to think about his progress. In October DP identified “spelling” as the area in which he
would like to work harder. In June he wrote that he knows he has improved “...because I
looked at work from the beginning of the year and now and my spelling has improved a
lot.” DP’s written comments contain the same themes that were common during student
interviews. He looked back at his work, compared the work over time and made a
judgment about his progress based on what he saw. DP’s comments indicated that he
monitored his progress, although he gave limited detail about what led him to his
judgment.
Self-reflection during the presentation phase.
During interviews, presenting portfolios to families was the most frequently
mentioned phase of the portfolio process. This may have been due in part to teachers
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having scheduled the portfolio process coinciding with the end of each trimester and in
preparation for parent/teacher conferences. In the parent/teacher conference Ms. L and
Ms. A used portfolios as a vehicle for students to self-reflect and present their work. The
conferences began with students describing their work and explaining why they had
selected those particular pieces. Students followed the table of contents as a guide for the
presentation. They read their written reflections, verbally discussed their work and
answered questions. The parents and teacher commented on specific skill strengths and
weaknesses evident in the student’s work.
Teachers also used the conference to discuss goals for the student. Both Ms. A
and Ms. L included goal-setting as part of the conference. A school district form, entitled
“School Progress Report,” was used to record the goals set by the student, parents and
teacher. For example, K showed the form used for DP’s family. As discussed earlier, DP
had set a goal of improving in spelling. His teacher established goals of improvement in
spelling and writing, and his parents included goals of attending more to Art and to how
he interacts with other students. DP was a student in Ms. A’s class, so he had thought
about his personal goal when he wrote his written reflection.
The conference was an opportunity for students to practice self-reflection and get
immediate feedback. Together students, parents and teachers looked back at work,
compared work from one trimester to another and discussed areas of improvement. The
written goals set in conferences were often general; such as “I would like to see DP
continue to work on his spelling and writing.” (Appendix K). Specifics regarding how
progress on the goals would be assessed were agreed upon verbally or in some cases not
clearly articulated.
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During a consultation session in March, Ms. A and Ms. L expressed the belief that
their instructional strategies provided students with the opportunity to practice and refine
their metacognitive skills. They also credited “giving students time to think” as
contributing to self-reflection. They expressed the belief that teachers rarely build time
into the school day for students to practice self-reflection. Ms. A and Ms. L felt pressure
to cover significant quantities of subject area knowledge, because their state tests all third
grade students in language arts and math.
Self-Reflection Summary
Students began the school year viewing portfolios as a place to keep work and as
a vehicle for showing work to parents. By the end of the year they also viewed portfolios
as a way to monitor progress in school that included, looking back, comparing, and
identifying areas of improvement.
Ms. A and Ms. L used the portfolio process as an opportunity for students to
judge and refine their work. They created opportunities for self-reflection during all
phases of the portfolio process by using instructional strategies such as: brainstorming,
modeling, focused prompting, goal-setting and student-led conferencing. These activities
required students to monitor their progress by looking back at their work, comparing
examples of their work over time and thinking about the ways in which their work
demonstrated improvement.

Student Ownership
Portfolios in Ms. A’s and Ms. L’s classrooms were a shared enterprise in which
the students had multiple opportunities for taking ownership of the process. By “student
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ownership” I mean, instances in which students had responsibility for decisions, actions
or judgments. I will describe how student ownership was evident in the students’
perspectives and how ownership was encouraged by Ms. A’s and Ms. L’s instructional
strategies.
Students’ Perspectives and Ownership
Students conveyed their sense of ownership in three ways: a) making choices, b)
expressing pride in their work, and c) discussing their eagerness for keeping a portfolio in
the future. These themes were derived from student interviews, field notes taken during
classroom observations and portfolio artifacts.
Making choices in the portfolio process.
Referring back to Table 4.1, choice was an element in 20 student responses in
interview 2 as opposed to only 5 responses in interview 1. Choice was a factor in several
phases of the portfolio process. Students’ choices laid the groundwork for the portfolios.
They decided what items to collect for their working portfolios. Students made choices
when they selected specific work for their final portfolio. Then they justified their choices
in written reflections on their table of contents and again when they presented their
portfolios during student-led parent/teacher conferences.
Table 4.6 shows how the element of choice was evident in students’ responses to
the interview question, t£How do you keep a portfolio?”
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Table 4.6 Student responses to question 2
N = 22
How do you keep a portfolio?
More work
Keep work
Choices
Orderliness
I don’t know
Total

Interview 1
6
8
3
2
5
24

Interview 2
11
5
8
5
0
29

In the first interview students frequently referred to “doing more work” and
“keeping work.” Students expressed an awareness of the procedure for keeping portfolios
but did not convey a sense of themselves as decision makers, as illustrated by these
responses from SG and DO:
R: What do you have to do to keep a portfolio going all year?
SGI: You do lot's of papers and put them in there.
DOl: You put work in your portfolios and you keep it in there for portfolio
conferences. You add more work each time.
Student responses changed from interview 1 to interview 2. In the first interview 5
out of 22 students (23%) answered, “I don’t know,” when asked how to keep a portfolio.
In the second interview none of the students said “I don’t know.” “Doing more work”
was still the primary comment, but 8 out of the 22 students (36%) discussed “making
choices.” Making choices replaced “keeping work” as the second most frequent response.
For example KF explained how she made choices:
KF2: I did, like piles. I like this, maybe, and definitely not that. And that helped
me because I sorted through these two piles and did it again and then by the end I
figured out what I wanted for what.
KF’s comments illustrated the way in which students took responsibility for choosing
portfolio work. KF made decisions and took action based on her decisions. She
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articulated a decision making process in which she divided her work into separate piles,
and described the action of sorting and resorting.
BW clearly expressed his sense of ownership of the portfolio when he talked
about students rather than the teachers making the choices:
BW2: It's fun to choose which ones you like the most. ‘Cause you get to pick out
[work] instead of the teachers thinking of your best ones.
BW’s sense of ownership over his choices was also evident in other students’ comments
when asked in question 3, “How did you choose what to put in?” (Table 4.7).
Table 4.7 Student responses to question 3
N = 22
How do you choose what to put in?
Like it
Correct
Best work
Handwriting
Worked hard
Neatness
Compare
Improve
Good grade
Total

Interview 1
13
3
4
6
4
2
1
0
3
40

Interview 2
9
7
4
2
2
5
4
4
1
39

Table 4.7 shows that students in both interviews most frequently picked a piece of
work for their portfolio because they “liked it.” They made selections based on what was
important to them. AB described three reasons for choosing work:
AB1: If it's really good work you can put it in, or if you really like it and you
worked hard on it.
Similarly, AH listed several reasons for choosing work. He talked about working hard,
correctness and handwriting:
AH2: Well, things that took awhile and that I did well and I spelled correctly and
I did my best handwriting.
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The change between interviews 1 and 2 had to do with monitoring progress. The
number of students who referred to choosing work because of the number correct, a
rudimentary kind of comparing, increased from 3 in interview 1 to 7 in interview 2.
Comparing and improving were more frequently discussed in interview 2. For example
DO shared that choosing work was an opportunity to compare and contrast similar pieces
of work:
DOl: Sometimes you can take one piece of work and the other piece of work and
see which one is better to the side. Because you both have two favorite pieces of
work that you can see which one is better and which one isn't.
SP illustrated how some students thought about choosing work that represented
improvement:
SP2: ... choose something that fits the goals and stuff that you have to work
harder on. And you could choose something that, from the beginning of the year,
wasn't so good and then from later in the year that was better. And then you could
show how it's improved.
Pride in portfolio work.
Students also conveyed ownership of the portfolio process when they expressed
pride in their accomplishments. Students’ pride was evident by how many said they
picked work for their portfolio because they “liked it” (Table 4.7). In addition to liking
their work students’ pride frequently derived from work they perceived as difficult, the
quality of their handwriting, or the approval of the teacher (Table 4.8).
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Table 4.8 Student responses to question $
N = 22
What things are you really proud of? Why?
Interview 1
Best work
2
6
Like it
Hard work
5
Handwriting
5
3
Grade
2
Research
2
Correct
0
Finished
25
Total
l._-___

Interview 2
8
6
5
2
1
2
2
2
29

The pride that students expressed was evident in the way they described their
work as in this response from AM, who conveyed a sense of her effort and
accomplishment:
AM2: Well, I choose the ones that I think I did my best on, or when it was, when
this paper was really hard or when I didn’t understand it, and then when I did
understand it, I really was happy to be able to [do it].
DP expressed his feeling of ownership for his portfolio work when he talked
about choosing work that was meaningful to him.
DP2: Well, what I think is, I think of what I'm proud of. That's really what, that's
what matters to me. And for some people, it matters if it's good or you did well on
it or not. And for some people it just doesn't, you just put in your best.
R: What made it your best?
DP2: The handwriting, how slow I went, all the information I picked up, the
books I got from the library. I feel very proud of having to get all that. It's also
really hard. It's really fun to be looking up stuff in books. So that's why I chose
this for my portfolio.
As I discussed in the section on self-reflection, students viewed portfolios primarily as
something to show parents. Knowing that they would show the portfolios engendered
accountability and a sense of responsibility for what was in the portfolio. For instance TB
saw portfolios as an opportunity to demonstrate the reason for the grade she earned:
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TB2: I like how you get to show your parents your work... instead of having them
look at the portfolio and saying, you did a good job, you can show them your
work and why you have your grades.
Some students expressed a sense of ownership of the portfolio because it contained
artifacts of their work rather than a representation of their work such as a grade (e.g.. A,
B, C, etc.) As in these comments:
PH2: Report cards tell you grades like how you are doing in math. Say you're
doing great in math and it will tell you that. A portfolio is where you get to show
the work that you did.
BD2: Your report card just has grades on it and your portfolio has work in it so
they can actually see the work instead of just seeing a grade.
TB2: I like how you get to show your parents your work, and they just can't, like,
they just, instead of having them look at the portfolio and saying, you did a good
job, you show them your work and why you have your grades.
TB’s next statement showed that he recognized the need for his parents and teacher to see
a range of work that would get all of them to work together to help him improve:
TB2: Like, your best work you'd want your parents to see because it's your best
work and you want them to see it. And your worst work you'd want them to see it
so they know and your teachers know what you need to get better at.
Eagerness for continuing portfolios.
Students’ eagerness to continue keeping portfolios was another indication of their
sense of ownership. Table 4.9 summarizes student responses to question 9, “If you could
choose, would you keep a portfolio next year?”
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Table 4.9 Student responses to question 9
N = 22
Would you keep a portfolio next year?_ Interview 1
Interview 2
19
19
Yes
No
3
3_
Why?
9
Show
13
Look back
10
2
10
0
Improve
4
4
Fun
4
3
Grade
4
2
Compare
5
0
Like it
2
2
Choices
2
Remember
2
34
43
Total
_
Eighty-six percent of students said they would choose to keep portfolios. In a
typical comment by students, BW expressed a sense of ownership when he discussed
portfolios as a way to share what he was doing in school with his family:
BW2: ‘Cause it's nice to show my mom and dad how my best work is becoming
and how good I've been becoming in like, writing, reading and all that stuff.
SR also conveyed ownership, stated thoughts about keeping a portfolio, and
acknowledged the effort he put forth:
SR2: Because I worked hard on it and it took me a long time to make it and it,
well, I had to write a lot and so I'd keep it.
In the first interview 2 students discussed looking back as a reason for keeping a
portfolio. In the second interview 10 students responded with looking back as a reason.
Similarly, improvement was not mentioned in the first interview but 10 students
discussed improvement in the second interview. For example TC said he would do a
portfolio:
TC2: Because they're fun to do.
R: I wonder what makes them fun to do?
134

TC2: ‘Cause you get to look back at your old stuff that you did and then your
new stuff that you did. You get to see how much I've improved.
NC expressed a nostalgic feeling about her third grade portfolio when she
reflected on reaching sixth grade. Her rationale for keeping a portfolio included looking
back and remembering:
NC2: I would chose to keep one because they're fun, and let's say this is from
third grade and it's been up in my closet and now I'm in, like maybe sixth grade. I
take it down 'cause we're like moving or something. Then I look at it and I say,
‘Oh yeah, I remember that!’ And it will just bring back the memories of school
days.
Three students in each interview said they would not keep a portfolio next year
(14%). One student said no both times; he expressed a feeling of embarrassment about
sharing his work with his parents. Of the other students who said no, two discussed the
difficulty they had sorting through their work and making final selections. One of them,
AM, despite saying no still liked the idea of showing the portfolio:
AM2: (sighs) Well, maybe not because it's hard to choose between my work
because I like all my work that I do. But I might keep one because I like to show
my mom my work that I do in school.
PH, who said no in the first interview, had changed his mind by the second
interview. The ownership that he expressed was evident when he talked about keeping
work his mother may not want to keep:
PH2: I would because I could see all the stuff I liked back then... I like portfolios
because my mom would throw away all the stuff that I got back once I was done.
The change in the perspectives of students from interview one to interview two included
an increase in the number of students who discussed monitoring work by looking back,
comparing and noticing improvement as reasons for continuing to maintain portfolios. In
interview one only two out of thirty-four codes (5%) included a reference to monitoring
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work. In interview two, twenty-four out of forty-three codes (55%) discussed monitoring.
Thus, in the second interview students’ justification for keeping portfolios reflected their
increased use of portfolios to monitor their work.
Teaching Strategies for Ownership
Field notes made during classroom observations and from monthly teacher
consultations indicated Ms. A and Ms. L used many instructional strategies that fostered
student ownership of the portfolio process. These strategies were sometimes the same
ones that led students to engage in self-reflection, as I noted in the previous section of
this chapter. I will describe the various teaching strategies that encouraged student
ownership during each of the portfolio phases: a) collection, b) selection, c) written
reflection, and d) presentation.
Ownership during the collection phase.
Field notes showed that the collection phase of the portfolio process offered
several opportunities for students to have ownership. Opportunities for ownership
included classroom activities in which students made choices, operated independently,
and participated in brainstorming sessions.
Ms. L and Ms. A used student choice as a primary design element for the
collection phase. Students made decisions regarding what specific pieces of work to
collect. Teachers instructed students to choose whatever work they wished to include in
the portfolio within the structure of the table of contents. During portfolio activities
teachers provided guidance if students asked for advice or if they noticed a student
needed assistance.
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At no time during portfolio activities did I observe a teacher require a student to
include a piece of work against the student’s wishes; nor did Ms. A or Ms. L themselves
place work in the students’ portfolios. Ms. A and Ms. L, however, reported that they did
encourage students to put papers in their portfolios during times of the day when the class
was not engaged in portfolio activities. For example, during a writing conference they
might have suggested that a student include a piece of work in his or her portfolio when
Ms. A or Ms. L judged a paper to be representative of high quality.
The table of contents enabled Ms. L and Ms. A to maintain a level of control over
the students’ choices at the same time that they facilitated the students’ ownership of the
portfolio process. Teachers established the content areas in which work would be
collected; however, within each subject area a wide variety of choice was possible.
Students used the table of contents as a point of reference to collect work. The table of
contents enabled them to operate independently, making choices from work folders and
accessing materials in the room.
Post-it notes was another instructional strategy that structured the portfolio
process but enabled the students to operate independently and allowed for student
ownership. In Ms. L’s class students wrote a brief rationale on a post-it for why they
collected specific pieces of work. Students placed the post-it on the work to serve as a
reminder during the later selection and written reflection phases. Ms. A also used post-it
notes to help students organize their portfolios. Her students wrote a content area, such as
Word Work, on their post-its. The post-it was a structure that enabled students to operate
autonomously as they collected and selected work.
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The instructional activities Ms. L and Ms. A used, in particular formative
activities (i.e., activities in which students gave their personal input as a part of a lesson)
provided an opportunity for student ownership. The activities described previously in
which Ms. L and Ms. A asked students to contribute suggestions as part of a brainstorm
were examples of formative activities. In contrast, the activity in which Ms. L posted a
list of steps for students to follow when organizing their portfolio was a more directive
activity and did not solicit student input. Ms A and Ms. L used both types of activities,
but portfolio lessons were most frequently formative activities that provided an
opportunity for the students, individually and as a group, to influence the portfolio
process.
In one example of a formative activity Ms. L gathered the students on the floor
and said, “Let’s think about the stuff that goes into portfolios.” She recorded the students’
suggestions on chart paper. The activity resulted in a chart listing the content areas from
the table of contents and the students’ suggestions for work that represented each content
area:

Reading: books, poems, story maps, fairy tale covers, illuminated letters.
Math: problem of the day, math journal, math workbook, graphs, worksheets
Word Work: spelling, cursive writing, type 1, 2 or 3 writing, worksheets from
spelling book
Projects: science, art social studies, painting
Favorite Work: could be anything

Through this formative, brainstorm activity Ms. L encouraged student ownership.
Students contributed to the portfolio process by making suggestions that were then used
by themselves and their classmates as a guide, not a prescription, for what could be
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collected in the portfolios. Ms. L honored the students’ thinking when she wrote their
suggestions on chart paper and modeled that the students themselves could decide which
items to include.
Ownership during the selection phase.
During the selection phase, as during collection, a way in which students
exercised ownership was by making independent choices. Students spread the work they
collected on their desks or on the floor. They placed the work in piles according to the
areas outlined on the table of contents and made their final selections of work to be
included in each area. This process was completed independently, although students
sometimes checked in with one another and asked about each other’s selections.
While students made final selections Ms. A and Ms. L circulated through their
classrooms, responded to students’ questions, made suggestions, and helped students with
the procedural parts of the portfolio process. They used formative activities such as
brainstorming to guide students in making choices. When Ms. L and Ms. A made
suggestions and counseled students to select work that was meaningful to the students.
Decisions regarding final selections were the responsibility of each student. They owned
those decisions and justified their decisions in written reflections on the table of contents
and in verbal reflection during the parent/teacher conference.
Ownership during written reflection phase.
Students justified their choices and documented judgments about their work in the
written reflection phase. As I described in the self-reflection section Ms. A and Ms. L
used modeling as a way of communicating to students their expectations for the form and
the content of written reflections. They also brainstormed with students a range of
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reasons for selecting particular pieces. Students made the final decisions regarding what
to write about a piece of work as they did in the collection and selection phases.
The ownership that students expressed for the work they selected was evident in
the comments they made in their written reflections. Students’ written reflections were
similar to their responses in the interview to the question, “How do you chose what to put
in?” they frequently wrote that they included work because they liked it or because it was
completely correct. Students frequently expressed a sense of ownership by writing about
the effort they put into producing the work. For example, KF selected a science report she
had written about penguins and wrote about the research she had done, “I chose this
because I had to go to the library and find and read the information on the Emperor
penguin.”
DO wrote about the thinking she did for a project, ‘Tor my Favorite Work I chose
my first science fiction story. I had fun creating the different things she [the character]
did. I liked brainstorming, thinking about the normal thing we’d do, and the not so
normal things.” AB was proud of the level of sustained work she put into writing a story,
“I choose [sic] my sci-fi story for Word Work because I worked really hard like I had to
think of ideas, write a sloppy copy, revise, edit, and then write a final copy.”
These students’ sense of ownership came from the pride they expressed in
completing a project. They wrote about the process involved in work production. In other
instances students’ sense of ownership came from the final product of their work. SK
wrote, ‘Tor Project Work I picked my mythology book because it has some good pictures
in it.”
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Ownership during the presentation phase.
The culmination of students’ choices and thinking about work was the
presentation of the portfolio at the parent/teacher conference. The conference enabled
students to take ownership in several ways: a) students were responsible for the portfolio
presentation, b) students explained their work and discussed the learning represented by
their work, and c) students took on the role of an expert.
The parent/teacher conferences began with the Ms. L or Ms. A welcoming the
family. Teachers then turned the conference over to the students. Students led the
conferences by using the table of contents as an outline. They talked about each piece of
work by reading their written reflections for each content area. They showed work they
had selected to their parents until they had discussed each piece in their portfolio.
Teachers then asked students and parents to identify goals for the next trimester and
reviewed the report card.
Presenting the portfolio work involved students explaining how the work was
accomplished and what the work was about. Ms. A and Ms. L prompted students to
explain specific features of the portfolio work and parents were encouraged to ask
questions and make comments. Students pointed out features of the work that they were
proud of and talked about things they had learned by doing the work.
In the parent/teacher conference students took on the role of expert. Parents and
teacher listened as students explained each piece of work. Questions about the work were
addressed to the students. If the parents began to ask Ms. A or Ms. L about the work the
teachers often directed the question back to the students before answering the question
themselves.
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Student Ownership Summary
Student ownership of the portfolio process was evident in a variety of ways in
which students took responsibility for making choices. Their comments during the
interviews demonstrated the pride they had in their work and their investment for
continuing to keep portfolios. At the beginning of the school year students most
frequently made choices based on “liking their work” and on physical features of thenwork such as handwriting or the number of items correct. As the year progressed students
increasingly made choices to compare their work over time and to make their own
judgments about their improvement.
Teachers designed instructional strategies that encouraged student ownership at
each phase of the portfolio process. An important element for student ownership was
student choice. Students decided what specific examples of work to collect and to select
for the final portfolio. Students provided input into the portfolio process during formative
classroom lessons. Finally, students’ ownership was expressed when they made
judgments about their work in written reflections and when they presented their portfolio
at parent/teacher conferences.
Summary of Research Questions
This study addressed four research questions. I will review these four questions
and summarize the results that relate to each question.
How Do Students Describe the Portfolio Process?
Initially, students thought of portfolios as something to show parents and as a
place to keep work. Their view of the portfolio process emphasized procedure such as
doing more schoolwork and keeping work organized. When making choices about work
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to include students frequently said they chose work that they liked, either because they
enjoyed doing it or because it represented quality work.
Field notes showed that students’ perception of the portfolio process changed over
the course of the school year. While students continued to view portfolios as something
to show and as a place to keep work, they also saw portfolios as an opportunity to
monitor their progress through self-reflection. This was evident in the students’ use of
portfolios for looking back at their work, for comparing work over time, and for making
judgments about their improvement.
Students and teachers emphasized choosing work as a part of the portfolio
process. Students often chose things that they liked doing. Early in the year these
judgments were often determined by the appearance of the work, or on how many items
on the page were correct. As the year progressed an increasing number of students
discussed making comparisons between previous work and current work as a factor in
making choices for their portfolio.
In What Wavs do Students View Portfolios as Contributing to Their Learning?
Students specifically addressed this question during the interviews when asked,
“Does a portfolio help you to learn better or not?” In the second interview a majority of
students, 18 out of 22, answered yes to this question. Students emphasized using
portfolios to monitor progress by looking back, comparing and making judgments about
improvement. These students used their portfolios to recognize ways that they had made
progress in their work.
Those students who perceived portfolios as not contributing to their learning
thought of learning as a way of gaining content area knowledge. They saw portfolios as
143

an opportunity to demonstrate what they could do, but their view was that portfolios
didn’t teach them anything new. One student, DP, expressed this sentiment when he said,
“It doesn’t teach you anything; it just tells how good you’re doing.”
How do Students use Portfolios to Describe Their Learning?
Students frequently talked about liking the work in their portfolios. When asked
why they liked it they identified elements of their work such as the level of difficulty, the
handwriting, the grade, or the number of items correct. They frequently spoke of being
proud of an item in their portfolio because it represented what they judged to be their best
work. Making this kind of judgment involved comparing work from the beginning of the
year to work from later in the year.
Students were able to identify work in their portfolio that demonstrated they were
improving, but they were not necessarily able to articulate the subtleties of how they had
improved. Teachers used focused prompting during portfolio activities and during
conferences to help students express the nuances of the ways they were progressing.
Some students referred to liking items in their portfolio because they enjoyed the
production process. They described in detail the steps involved in making the work.
Students often made statements such as, ‘1 liked drawing the picture,” and “It was fun
finding out the information.”
What Portfolio Strategies Encourage Higher Order Thinking?
Ms. A and Ms. L used a variety of instructional techniques during portfolio
activities that encouraged higher order thinking. These techniques included: student
choice, focused prompting, modeling, formative activities, and formal reflection.

144

The teachers provided choice throughout the portfolio process. Each phase,
collection, selection, written reflection, and presentation, had an element in which
students made their own choices. Ms. A and Ms. L fostered the students’ ability to make
decisions by providing structure that enabled students to move through the portfolio
process independently. For example, Ms A and Ms. L gave students a table of contents
listing the required subject areas for collecting work. Within each of those content areas
students exercised their own judgment as to the work they would include. Another
technique teachers used was post-it notes in which students wrote reminders of why they
collected specific pieces of work. The post-it note reminders helped students to maintain
an organized portfolio while the students remained in control of what they selected.
Focused prompting and modeling contributed to students’ thinking at higher
levels than they would have done on their own. During focused prompting teachers
engaged students in conversation that encouraged the students to raise their level of
reflection. For example, students often justified their choices by saying that they liked a
piece of work and that it was fun. Ms. A and Ms. L asked focused questions that
prompted students to look more closely at the subtle features of the work. Modeling was
used to provide an example of the quality of work that teachers expected. Teachers
utilized specific students’ ideas and writing as examples for the other students. Ms A and
Ms. L further supported students’ decision-making by leading formative activities such as
discussions and brainstorming sessions.
Formative activities, such as brainstorming, were opportunities for students’ input
to influence the portfolio process. Ms A and Ms. L used formative activities to generate
ideas about work to include in the portfolios. Brainstorm sessions were also used to
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identify rationale for choosing the work students wanted to keep. Through these
formative activities students helped to construct a class conception of a portfolio and the
portfolio process.
Finally, Ms. L and Ms. A encouraged higher order thinking by regularly requiring
students to reflect in both formal and informal ways. Formally, students wrote reflections
justifying the inclusion of work in their portfolios every trimester; they also presented
their portfolio at parent/teacher conferences. Informally, students examined their
portfolio work as they collected and selected items to be included. By participating in the
portfolio process designed by Ms. A and Ms. L students refined their ability to make
judgments about their work and their progress.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION
This chapter focuses on interpretation of the findings in relation to the relevant
literature. The chapter includes four sections: (a) a brief overview of the study, (b) a
discussion of results in relation to the literature, (c) methodological considerations, (d)
implications for classroom practice (e) recommendations for future research and, (f)
conclusions.

Overview of the Study
This study was designed to examine students’ perceptions of portfolios and to
identify instructional strategies that support students’ higher order thinking. Four research
questions were investigated: (a) how do students describe the portfolio process; (b) in
what ways do students view portfolios as contributing to their learning; (c) how do
students use portfolios to describe their learning and, (d) what instructional strategies
encourage students’ higher order thinking about portfolios?
Data were gathered through student interviews, classroom observations,
examination of portfolio artifacts, teacher logs, teacher consultations and, teacher
interviews. All data were analyzed using the constant comparison method. The
trustworthiness of the study was established through prolonged engagement,
triangulation, member checks and by maintaining a reflexive journal.
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Discussion of Results
Portfolios in Ms. A’s and Ms. L’s classrooms were characterized by student selfreflection and ownership. The teachers provided multiple opportunities for students to
practice reflection and ownership in classroom lessons and in portfolio activities. Four
major findings of this study relating to self-reflection and ownership were: (a) students
used portfolios to monitor progress, (b) students made judgments based on physical
features, (c) choice was a factor in the portfolio process and, (d) instructional strategies
supported higher order thinking. I will review these findings, describe their relevance to
the portfolio literature and discuss the ways in which they relate to self-reflection and
student ownership.
Students Used Portfolios to Monitor Progress
A finding of this study was that students used portfolios to monitor their work.
Results indicated that monitoring was a process that involved looking back, comparing
work over time and judging improvement. During this study students discussed
monitoring when they described the portfolio process, when they talked about what they
were proud of, when they justified their choices and when they presented their work to
their parents. Results indicated that monitoring is a part of self-reflection and involved
the capacity to assess and make a judgment about quality and improvement. This result is
consistent with Zessoules and Gardner’s (1991) conclusion that students used portfolios
to analyze their work and to develop reflection as a habit of mind. The process of looking
back and comparing new work to old work comprised the steps that students used to
analyze their work before making judgments. Monitoring was the precursor to students
making decisions about how to modify and refine their learning.
148

During interviews students discussed and evaluated their work, in ways such as
holding two pieces of work side by side, checking for the number of errors, and looking
for similarities and differences. This result supports previous research that showed
students were able to identify metacognitive strategies that influenced their learning (van
Kraayenoord & Paris, 1997). Not only were they able to talk about the ways they
monitored their work, they put it into practice by following through with the portfolio
process from collection to presentation. Similarly, this result supports previous research
that found students could organize and implement metacognitive strategies as a means of
improving (Zimmerman & Martinez-Pons, 1992).
Students in this study used self-reflection to monitor different elements of the
portfolio process at different times of the school year. At the beginning of the year they
attended to procedural aspects of the process such as keeping work in their portfolio and
maintaining their work in an organized way. Later in the school year they focused on the
quality of their work and on monitoring their progress.
The results of this study also indicated that monitoring is part of the process that
leads to student ownership. With guidance from Ms. A and Ms. L, students took
responsibility for looking back, reflecting, making selections, and judging their own
work. The students, themselves, compared selections of their of work and evaluated their
progress. Their sense of ownership was evident in the responsibility they took for the
monitoring process. The care with which they made judgments and selected work
indicated a level of personal involvement and sense of ownership.
Ms. A and Ms. L facilitated a culture of student ownership by engaging students
in formative activities that created a common language and shared understanding about
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portfolios. Instructional activities designed by the teachers encouraged students to make
choices, look back, compare and evaluate work. As students performed these tasks
throughout the year they increasingly operated independently. Instructional strategies
used by teachers will be further discussed in the following sections.
Students Made Judgments Based on Physical Features of the Work
Another finding of this study was that students based judgments about their work
on physical features, such as neatness, handwriting, and the number of items correct.
Students in this study also tended to focus on work they liked and on pieces that
represented best work or hard work. These results support previous research that
identified age related differences in students’ evaluations of work, and found that third
graders focused on concrete elements when making assessments (Paris, Turner,
Muchmore, & Perry, 1995).
Student self-assessment is a feature of other portfolio programs as well as the
program in this study (Hewitt, 1995). Prior research has demonstrated that making a
judgment is an aspect of self-reflection (Zessoules and Gardner, 1991). Students who
base their judgments on surface features of the work seemed to develop an awareness of
similarity and difference. They are beginning to identify gradations of quality that may
later develop into the ability to evaluate their work in abstract terms such as style,
personal meaning and the creation process.
Socialization may also have been a factor influencing the focus of students
judgments. Teachers and parents may not be practiced in helping students identify the
nuances that distinguish levels of higher order thinking or themselves may not be aware
of the processes involved in higher order thinking. To my knowledge research has not
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been done in this area, but in my experience as a teacher of early elementary grades is
that adults often interpret the neatness of a child’s work as a reflection of maturity and
intelligence with little regard for the level of cognitive development demonstrated by the
work. Thus, teacher and parent emphasis on the appearance of students’ work, such as
neatness and handwriting, could account for some of the students’ attention to the
physical features of the work.
Students’ ability to use portfolios for making judgments may have been a result of
the classroom teachers’ requirement that students collect, select, reflect and present work.
Previous research found that the use of portfolios in classrooms increased teachers’
tendency to enlist students in self-evaluating work (Sidler, 1992). In other words, in
classrooms where there were no portfolios students did less self-evaluation. Results of
my study indicated that Ms. A and Ms. L actively created a classroom culture that
provided students with the opportunity and the encouragement to practice making
judgments during brainstorm activities, class discussions and written reflections. These
activities may encourage students to develop the judgment necessary to self-evaluate
their work, whether or not the activities are part of a portfolio process.
Students’ use of portfolios to make judgments about their work may have been a
result of the way in which Ms. A and Ms. L designed lessons that emphasized the process
of work production. Portfolios in this study contained both unfinished and finished
pieces; therefore, the portfolios represented student progress over time. Previous research
identified two types of portfolios, process portfolios that demonstrate growth with
examples from a wide array of projects, and product portfolios that contain only finished
pieces and demonstrate mastery of curriculum (Cole, Ryan and Kick, 1995). Portfolios in
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this study were similar to process portfolios; they contained work of varying quality and
represented various stages of the work process. Teachers used the portfolios to encourage
student judgments about work and to help students recognize improvement over time.
Choice was a Factor in the Portfolio Process
In this study student choice was prevalent in the portfolio process. Students made
choices about what work to collect, what to select and how to justify their choices. Ms. A
and Ms. L provided the students with guidelines for types of work to collect; then
encouraged students to make choices representing work that was meaningful to the
students. Student choice linked the teachers’ pedagogical practice with the integrated day
approach in England (Murrow & Murrow, 1971) and the open school philosophy in the
United States (Pulliam, 1987). Student choice in this study was consistent with other
portfolio work systems in which ongoing classroom work was selected and analyzed by
both students and teachers (Arter, 1990). This finding distinguished Ms. L’s and Ms. A’s
portfolios from systems such as the Rochester City School District in which teachers
were required to collect a series of specific work samples, and the work was analyzed by
the school district administration (Supovitz & MacGowan, 1995). Additionally, the
characteristics of student choice prevalent in Ms. L’s and Ms. A’s classrooms, such as
students taking primary responsibility for selecting pieces and personally justifying their
selections with written reflections, was consistent with previous research that described
other student oriented portfolio systems (Jenkins, 1996).
The effect of choice on student perceptions of portfolios and their participation in
the portfolio process had not previously been described in the research literature. This
study demonstrated that choice was an important aspect of student ownership. Making
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choices gave primary responsibility for decisions, actions and judgments to the students.
Teachers established areas for collection via the table of contents, but students made
decisions about what to collect and actively selected specific pieces of work by making
personal judgments. The choices students made were motivated by their interest in the
work and the knowledge that they would be presenting their portfolio to their parents in
parent/teacher conferences.
In this study choice was a facilitated and shared process that contributed to
student self-reflection and ownership. Teachers did not maintain complete control over
the process; nor did students make all the decisions. It was a facilitated process in the
sense that teachers established guidelines for portfolio contents and outlined a sequence
of steps for producing portfolios. Teachers provided knowledge about the portfolio
process and a sense of direction about how the process would be accomplished. Students
participated in activities that helped to create a group consensus about specific work to be
included in the portfolios. Students then made independent choices and judgments. This
level of student control allowed students to take responsibility for the selections in their
portfolios and also required them to justify their selections.
Student responsibility for choosing portfolio work resulted in portfolios that were
a reflection of what was meaningful to students not necessarily to the teachers or the
school. This contributed to the portfolios being powerful, personal archives representing
students’ development. Other researchers have found that portfolios that involved high
levels of student choice, while carrying personal meaning for students, were less useful as
record-keeping instruments from grade to grade (Jenkins, 1996). Similarly, Ms. A and
Ms. L were uncertain as to the appropriateness of sending the portfolios on to the
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following grade. They planned to have students take the portfolios home and send only
teacher selected materials to fourth grade. At the time of this study the school was
experimenting with computer-based portfolios that would enable them to maintain
student work across grades, but this was still in a developmental stage.
Portfolio conferences were a venue in which student choices were presented to an
informed audience. Students described their work during the conference, then parents,
teachers, and students evaluated the students’ progress and set directions for the students’
learning by establishing specific learning goals. Thus, teachers, parents and students
shared control, students exercised ownership, and students were accountable to the
expectations of teachers and parents. A classroom culture was established which
encouraged students to take ownership of their portfolios, explore their understanding of
their work, and present their work to an informed audience. This classroom environment
enabled students to practice their metacognitive skills and to talk about what they do in
school in a meaningful context.
Instructional Strategies Uniquely Supported Higher Order Thinking
A finding of this study was that teachers used instructional strategies that
encouraged and supported students’ higher order thinking skills. Ms. A and Ms. L
devised formative instructional strategies such as written reflection tasks, brainstorming
sessions, focused prompting, peer modeling, and student-led conferences. These activities
encouraged students to develop thinking skills such as planning, organizing, monitoring,
evaluating, and revising. Students constructed their own ideas about portfolios at the
same time that they participated in the building of a class consensus, a kind of common
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language about the portfolio process that was part of classroom culture linking portfolios
and higher order thinking.
The portfolio process in Ms. A’s and Ms. L’s classrooms was consistent with the
research and philosophy of progressive philosophy. The focus on student development,
rather than achievement testing, linked their portfolio practice to Kilpatrick (1930) and
the Progressive Education Association. Teachers’ attention to describing students’
progress in subject areas via the table of contents followed the findings of Aiken (1942)
who called for the use of a wider range of evaluation techniques. Their use of ongoing
student work for assessment, rather than the administration of single answer achievement
tests, is consistent with whole language philosophy (Goodman, Goodman & Hood,
1989).
Several aspects of Ms. A’s and Ms. L’s portfolio process were consistent with
constructivist learning theory. Students in these classrooms were active learners who took
responsibility for creating and maintaining their portfolios (Smith, 1997). Students
engaged in constructing their learning as they participated in formative classroom
activities. Presentation of portfolios at the parent/teacher conference was consistent with
the constructivist philosophy that learning is a social enterprise (Herman, Aschbacher &
Winters, 1992).
Prior research found that students can use portfolios to self-evaluate, but there has
not been research that clearly links portfolio instructional strategies to students’
perceptions (van Kraayenoord & Paris, 1997). The research design of this study would
not support a claim of causality between instructional strategies and students’ higher
order thinking; however, the data strongly suggests that students ability to organize.
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monitor and evaluate their work was enhanced by teacher designed activities and the
teachers’ facilitation of the portfolio process. For example, the table of contents provided
students with the structure they needed to accomplish organizing their portfolios and
selecting work. Brainstorm sessions helped students understand the process of comparing
and judging their work. Peer modeling, in the form of students sharing their personal
written reflections during large group lessons, provided students with examples of higher
order thinking. Ms. A and Ms. L used focused prompting and modeling to teach students
the language of self-reflection thereby preparing students to engage their teachers and
parents in substantive discussions during student-led parent/teacher conferences.
Instructional strategies also encouraged a responsible attitude toward the
decisions, actions, and judgments involved in the portfolio process. Ms. A and Ms. L
fostered ownership in the portfolio process by engaging students in a group decision¬
making process. Using brainstorming sessions, teachers and students together, identified
what constituted appropriate work for inclusion in the portfolios and developed a
common sense of how to express their rationale in written reflections. The conscious use
of instructional strategies by Ms. A and Ms. L resulted in a classroom culture in which
students were encouraged to use higher order thinking to reflect about their work and
actively share ownership of the portfolio process.

Methodological Considerations
During the course of this study methodological considerations arose which
deserve mention. They include issues regarding: (a) teacher time, (b) scoring as an
analytic tool, (c) effect of the study on participants, and (d) overrapport.
156

The time that teachers have in school is constrained by their multiple roles. They
must attend to the academic, social and safety needs of their students. Frequently there
are meetings before, during and after the school day, including conferences with parents,
special education team consultations, curriculum committees, and school staff meetings.
Teachers also feel pressed for time within the classroom schedule. Increasingly there are
expectations that teachers will address state and local standards in addition to the
curriculum they already teach. Diligent and professionally active teachers have great
demands on their time.
In this study teachers expressed that the time spent talking about portfolios was
one of their best professional development experiences. It was often difficult, however, to
schedule time together. One meeting a month was the most they could fit in.
Additionally, portfolios were an element in their classrooms that vied for time with other
aspects of the curriculum. This was especially true in the third trimester as teachers
focused their teaching on upcoming state examinations and other school events rather
than portfolios. Portfolio lessons were less frequent and students’ attention was elsewhere
by the third trimester.
One analysis method used in this study, scoring of student interviews, had limited
usefulness. The small number of participants in this study precluded the use of the scores
for quantitative tests of significance and analyses of variance; therefore, frequencies were
calculated for scores by question. The frequencies helped to show the change in quality
of student responses from interview 1 to interview 2. The scoring was used to establish
the trustworthiness of the data analysis by having a second coder score the interviews.
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I was able to identify the changes in student responses from interview 1 to
interview 2 in another way. I coded and analyzed the interviews using The Ethnograph
software program, and then applied the constant comparison method to the data until I
reached a recurrence of categories. The change in student responses was evident from
calculating the frequency of categories. Although the scoring rubric provided an
additional way of analyzing the levels of students’ higher order thinking, it was not as
important to the data analysis as was the examination of student responses for themes.
Interview responses in this study may have been influenced by the interviewees’
participation in the research. This was the first time for all participants that they had been
involved in a research study. There was a danger that participants modified their
responses to please the researcher. Semi-structured interviews of the type used in this
study allow for the interview itself influencing the perceptions of the participants. The
possibility of participants modifying their responses is mediated by the researcher s
opportunity to ask follow-up questions, probe on particular points of interest and revisit
participants’ responses over a prolonged period of time. Additionally, the students may
have thought in more depth about portfolios simply because they knew they would be
asked about them in the interviews. Thus, the interview questions may have become a
part of the educational experience of the students as they attended to the content and
context of the interview questions. The teachers also, by virtue of their participation in
the study, may have been influenced to think about parts of the portfolio process that
otherwise would have escaped their attention. In fact, the consultation sessions were
designed to facilitate the teachers discussion and analysis of the portfolio process in the
hope that their participation would contribute to the quality of their instructional practice.
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Indeed, it is the goal of qualitative research of this type that both the researcher and the
participants benefit from the research.
My familiarity with the research site created the possibility of overrapport in this
study. I had been a teacher at the school for twelve years. The teacher participants were
former colleagues, and students knew me as a teacher who had left the school. Some
students’ siblings had been in my classroom. There was a danger that my previous
association with the school would influence the outcome of the study. Teachers and
students might have answered questions based on what they thought I wanted to hear
rather than on their own perceptions. I addressed this possibility by maintaining
engagement at the site throughout the entire school year and by observing teachers and
students in a variety of daily contexts.
Additionally, there was a danger that I might rely on previous knowledge of the
participating teachers rather than on data gathered during the study. In order to guard
against this I provided the teachers with transcripts and summaries of our meetings and
asked for any corrections or clarifications. I also shared field notes with them to check
that my perception of classroom activities was accurate. Finally, I maintained a reflective
journal in which I wrote interpretive comments separately from my field notes. Overall, I
was confident that the data I collected was the result of my time spent at the site during
the study and that my analysis was based on the data gathered rather than on prior
knowledge or assumptions.
In retrospect, I believe that my degree of familiarity with the study site was an
advantage rather than a hindrance. As an entering researcher I had insider knowledge of
the culture of the school that allowed me to be present without substantially altering the
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day-to-day activities of the classrooms. I was able to anticipate the schedule of the day,
the needs of the participants, and the availability of resources. For example, my
association with the school media specialist/librarian enabled me to secure a quiet space
in which to do interviews.

Implications for Classroom Practice
Findings indicated that portfolios are a useful classroom practice. Teachers should
consider employing portfolios in their classrooms because portfolios have an impact on
students’ self-reflection and provide opportunity for students to develop a sense of
ownership. This study documented the way in which portfolios can be embedded into the
classroom culture. I will describe how the results of this study provide preservice and
inservice teachers with a model of portfolio practice, insight into instructional design and
a way of teaching cross-cutting higher order thinking skills.
The portfolio process documented in this study provides a model of practice for
teachers who are considering portfolio use. Various instructional strategies were
identified that could be put into practice in any classroom and could help with the
maintenance of portfolios. These strategies involved the organization of the portfolio
process such as using a table of contents, keeping “working” and “final” portfolio files,
and employing post-its on selected pieces of work as visual reminders. Furthermore,
these strategies can become tasks for students to practice student ownership by taking
responsibility for organizing and maintaining their own portfolios.
The results of this study indicated that the teachers’ conscious design of
instructional activities can enhance students’ ability to self-reflect and facilitate student
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ownership of the portfolio process. Teachers can encourage higher order thinking by
employing heuristic strategies such as brainstorming, modeling and focused prompting.
Other classroom activities that encouraged students to think about learning in
increasingly complex ways included large group discussions, written reflections, and
presentations. Activities such as these may be found to be effective not only during
portfolio activities but also during classroom lessons in subject areas such as art, physical
education, etc. The classroom practices that Ms A and Ms. L used in the portfolio process
are a model for ways the teachers can encourage student independence by sharing control
of classroom culture and facilitating student responsibility and ownership.
The portfolio conferences conducted by Ms. A and Ms. L can serve as a model for
a constructivist approach to parent-teacher conferences. As described previously, these
conferences are facilitated by the teacher, but allow for students to take a leadership role
while presenting their work. Parents, student and teacher share in creating a common
perspective of the student’s progress, a common purpose in the goals for the student’s
learning, and a common vision for how those goals will be accomplished. Ms. A’s and
Ms. L’s conferences encourage a collaborative spirit between, school, student and home.
This type of portfolio conference nurtures complex understandings, develops reflection as
a habit of mind, and documents students’ understandings (Zessoules & Gardner, 1991).
Another way in which this study indicated portfolio use may influence classroom
practice had to do with the way in which higher order thinking skills cut across the
curriculum. Portfolios represent an opportunity for higher order thinking skills to be
emphasized within and across subject areas. Portfolios enable various parts of the
curriculum (i.e., math, language arts, science, etc.) to be presented together as a
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representation of a student’s skills, understandings and learning. A science project that is
included in a portfolio may also represent language arts, math and communication skills,
as well as contain examples of ways in which a student has used problem-solving and
decision-making techniques. When reflecting about work becomes a routine part of the
classroom schedule, students’ will have multiple opportunities across curricular areas to
consciously practice higher order thinking and to perceive the ways in which higher order
thinking applies in all subject areas. Portfolios offer the possibility for higher order
thinking skills to be taught and demonstrated across curricular domains.

Recommendations for Future Research
This study suggests several areas for future research including teacher/student
interactions, parent/teacher conferences and students’ perspectives on their learning. In
terms of teacher/student interactions, there is a growing body of educational reform
initiatives that rely on complex interactions between teachers and students. Portfolios are
one example of this type of initiative, among others such as whole language, writing
process and cooperative learning. These pedagogical methods assume a rapport between
teacher and student that is qualitatively different than what happens when a teacher
presents a lecture or gives a test. When I reviewed the literature for this study, however, I
found that the majority of prior research sought to establish the validity and reliability of
portfolios as an assessment tool, often with the goal of replacing norm-referenced testing
(Koretz, 1994; Simmons, 1992). There is a small body of research in which the portfolio
events in the classroom are examined by the researcher, but those did not involve
prolonged engagement (Jervis, 1996). Most common was research in which data were
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gathered from teacher surveys and interviews rather than classroom observation (Calfee
& Perfumo, 1996).
The results of this study indicated that there was ample opportunity in the
portfolio process to research the nature of interactions between teacher and student.
Research questions might explore teacher talk during group lessons or describe the
interactions that occur when teachers meet with students in portfolio conferences.
Another line of research might look at the similarities and differences of teacher/student
interactions during portfolios lessons and during other instructional times of the day.
A specialized kind of interaction that deserves exploration occurs during the
parent/teacher conference. Portfolio literature has documented accounts of parent/teacher
conferences that include portfolio presentations, but I was unable to find any research in
this area (Austin, 1994). The research literature on parent/teacher interactions was outside
the scope of this study, but in my experience as a preservice elementary teacher I did not
receive any training in conducting parent/teacher conferences. I suspect that this is an
area of education in which educators rely heavily on whatever conventions and traditions
have been passed from down from year to year (e.g., twenty minute conference meetings
in which the teacher reviews the report card with the parents).
Portfolios offer the opportunity for teachers to reconfigure the form and substance
of parent/teacher conferences. It would be useful to know how teachers are structuring
parent/teacher conferences and what effect portfolios have on the nature of parent/teacher
interactions during conferences. The addition of students presenting their portfolios
during parent/teacher conferences brings a new layer to an already complex interactional
milieu. This seems to me a potentially rich area of research for helping teachers
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understand the ways that school and family can work in concert to the benefit of the
student.
Not enough of the portfolio research endeavors to understand portfolios from the
students’ point of view. As I described earlier portfolio research has emphasized issues of
reliability and validity over classroom practice and student perceptions. In the process of
reviewing research literature for this study I found only two studies that utilized a
research design in which the researchers interviewed students about portfolios (Paris,
Turner, Muchmore, & Perry, 1995; van Kraayenoord & Paris, 1997). Those studies both
utilized elementary students as participants. Research opportunities include a study of
secondary students’ perceptions and also research that follows a group of students over a
prolonged period to understand how their perceptions of portfolios and their work change
over time. Another related area that merits research is students’ self-reflection as
expressed in their written reflections. I suspect that students’ written reflections may
provide information about students’ language development as well as reveal additional
ways they are thinking about their learning.

Conclusions
My hope is that this research will add to the body of portfolio research,
contributing to an understanding of both students’ perceptions of the portfolio process
and teaching strategies that are effective instructional techniques. In contrast to Calfee
and Perfiimo’s (1996) conclusion that in order to succeed portfolios must meet external
policy demands for accountability purposes, this study showed that portfolio practice
within the classroom can have a powerful impact in other ways. Portfolios cannot be
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discounted on the basis of issues relevant to large-scale assessment, such as reliability
and validity.
Results of this study indicated that portfolios influence students’ ability to selfreflect and to develop a sense of ownership. My personal observation as a teacher of
eighteen years is that we as educators give lip service to teaching self-reflection and
student ownership but rarely take the time to design opportunities to practice those
attributes during the school day. The significance of this study is that it documented
teachers’ behaviors that contribute to the development of self-reflection and student
ownership. This study also sought to bring the students’ voice into the conversation about
what happens in the classroom. If teachers and researchers take the time to consciously
develop students’ thinking skills, they must also take the time to listen to students’
perspectives and understand the nature of learning from students’ points of view.
Personally, this study represents a link between two of my professional personae,
the academic and practitioner. As an academic, my interest in portfolios was piqued from
reading and writing during my M.Ed. program at Antioch New England Graduate School.
Early on in my investigation of portfolios, I recognized the ways in which portfolios
reconnected me with my interest in cognitive development that I had first explored as an
undergraduate in the Eliot-Pearson Department of Child Study at Tufts University. As a
practitioner, it was my privilege to watch students gain insights about themselves as
learners through their work with portfolios. This doctoral study has enabled me to
discover aspects of portfolios that are often speculated about by theorists and noticed by
teachers but are rarely documented and described.
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Portfolios cut to the heart of educational theory and pedagogy. Classroom-based
portfolio systems reveal the nature of the teacher’s philosophy about human development
and classroom practice. Portfolios bring to light the teacher’s deeply held beliefs about
students’ and teachers’ roles in learning. Teachers who devise portfolio systems that
allow for student choice and who design instructional strategies that support those
choices are placing trust in their students. They trust that when students are given the
opportunity to reflect on their learning in structured and meaningful ways, the students
will respond by caring deeply about their work and by striving to continually improve.
These teachers view control of the learning experience as a shared experience facilitated
by the teacher but residing with the student. They recognize that the classroom culture
needs to acknowledge and nurture students as primarily responsible for their learning, at
the same time that teachers need to fulfill their obligation as designers of the learning
environment.
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APPENDIX A
STUDENT/PARENT CONSENT FORM
September 1998
Dear Families,
Portfolios have been used by professionals such as financial advisors, artists and real
estate agents for many years. The use of portfolios for the evaluation of students' learning
is a more recent development. Educational research has established that portfolios can
help us understand student academic progress in important ways. Portfolios allow
students to demonstrate the depth and breadth of their knowledge, and give parents and
teachers a glimpse of students' thinking.
At the same time, there has been limited research into what students think about
portfolios and how portfolios can be used to encourage students' thought processes. This
research project is designed to investigate those areas. I am pleased that it is also an
opportunity for me to renew my affiliation with the students, families and staff of the
school. Please read the description of this study carefully. If you wish to
have your child participate in this project please complete the consent form below.
Thank you.

I

Background Information! The purpose of this research project is to investigate what
students think about portfolios. The study will also examine ways in which teachers
may use portfolios to encourage students' thinking skills. The researcher, Tom Julius,
is a doctoral candidate in the School of Education at the University of
Massachusetts/Amherst and a core faculty member in the Department of Education at
Antioch New England Graduate School.

II. Procedures: This study will encompass the 1998-1999 school year. A sample of
students will be chosen for participation in this project based on return of this consent
form and a gender balance among the participants. If you and your child choose to
participate in this project, and your child is selected, she or he will be involved in two
15-30 minute interviews about her or his portfolio and will be observed during class
time. The interviews will be tape recorded in or nearby the classroom. Observations
will not interfere with classroom activity.
III. Use of the Data: Information from this study may be used in the following ways:
a) the researcher's doctoral dissertation,
b) presentations to professional groups,
c) journal articles,
d) other purposes related to teacher education.
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IV. Anonymity: In all written materials and oral presentations in which material is used
from this study, names of participants or names of people mentioned by participants
will not be used. Pseudonyms will be substituted for all names and every effort will
be made to protect the anonymity of participants.

V. Consent and Withdrawal: The participation of your child in this study is voluntary.
You may withdraw your consent at any time. Furthermore, you may request to review
tapes or transcripts of interviews with your child at any time. If you and your child
consent to participation in this project please sign below.

I __(parent's name) have read the above statement
and agree to the participation of my child ____
(child's name) in this project under the conditions described above.
I_(child's name) have read the above statement and
agree to the participate in this project under the conditions described above.

Print Parent Name

Print Student Name

Parent Signature

Student Signature

Date

Date

Signature of Researcher
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APPENDIX B
TEACHER CONSENT FORM
I

Background Information: The purpose of this research project is to investigate what
students think about portfolios. The study will also examine ways in which teachers
may use portfolios to encourage students' thinking skills. The researcher, Tom Julius,
is a doctoral candidate in the School of Education at the University of
Massachusetts/Amherst and a core faculty member in the Department of Education at
Antioch New England Graduate School.

II. Procedures: This study will encompass the 1998-1999 school year. If you choose to
participate in this study a sample of your students will be involved in two 15-30
jjijnute interviews about their portfolios and will be observed during class time. You
will be asked to maintain a log of portfolio activities as they occur in your classroom
and to participate in consultations with the researcher concerning your portfolio
practice. Interviews and consultations may be tape recorded.
m. Use of the Data: Information from this study may be used in the following ways:
a) the researcher's doctoral dissertation,
b) presentations to professional groups,
c) journal articles,
d) other purposes related to teacher education.
IV. Anonymity: In all written materials and oral presentations in which material is used
from this study, names of participants or names of people mentioned by participants
will not be used. Pseudonyms will be substituted for all names and every effort will
be made to protect the anonymity of participants.
V.

Consent and Withdrawal: If you consent to participation in this project please sign
below. Your participation in this study is voluntary. You may withdraw your consent
at any time.

I

have read the above statement and agree to

participate in this project under the conditions stated above.

Print Your Name
Signature of Participant
Date
Signature of Researcher
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APPENDIX C
INTERVIEW PROTOCOL & SCORING RUBRIC
Questions
1. If I were a new student
in your class and I wanted
to know what a portfolio
is, what would you say?
2. What do you have to do
to keep a portfolio?
3. How did you choose
what to put into your
portfolio?
4. Do you think a portfolio
helps or does not help you
to learn better? Why?
5. Which of these things
are you really proud of?
Why?

score 2
The student's
answer shows
evidence of the
student's awareness
of the use of:
- planning.
- organizing,
- monitoring,
- evaluating.
- revising.
- connecting to
other work.
- the use of varied
learning strategies.

score 1
The student's
answer was based
on superficial
features of the
artifacts without
regard to personal
reflection or to
specifics in the
process of
production.

Examples:
"We think about
what we like and
pick that stuff."

Examples:
"We put stuff in
it."

score 0
The student gave
no response or
gave an
inappropriate
response. The
student indicated
an appropriate
artifact but was
unable to elaborate
on a reason or
explanation for the
judgment.

Examples:
"I dont know."
"I'm not sure."

6. Which of these things
was really difficult? Why?
7. Are you getting better at
writing? Show me one
piece that shows you are
getting better at writing.
How does it show you are
getting better?

"When I use the
dictionary my
spelling is better."
"I got a good grade
because I went
back and checked
and changed some
things."

8. What are some things
you trying to improve on?
Show me one piece that
shows ways you are
improving. How does it
show you are improving?
9. Next year, if you could
choose to keep a portfolio.
or not, what would you
do? Why?
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"I did good on
spelling."

"It's all good."

"I got a good
grade."

"My teacher told
me to put
something in."

APPENDIX D
TEACHER LOG

Date/
Portfolio Activity
Notes
Time_

APPENDIX E
TIMELINE

•
•

Identified potential participants.
Obtained verbal consent of teachers and school principal.

September 1998

•
•

Researchers’ reflexive journal started.
Consent forms distributed.

October 1998

•
•
•

Proposal finished and approved.
Written consent obtained for students and teachers.
Classroom observations and consultations with teacher
participants started.
Field notes started.

August 1998

•

•
November 1998
•
•
•

•
December 1998 April 1999

May 1999

Conducted first student interviews and archived portfolio
artifacts.
On-going transcription of data.
On-going data analysis.
Observe parent/teacher conferences.

•

Continued classroom observations, examinations of student
portfolios and consultation with teacher participants.
Continued on-going transcription of data and field notes.

•

Continued on-going data analysis.

•

Conducted second student interviews and archived portfolio
artifacts.

June 1999

•

Concluded classroom observations, examinations of student
portfolios and consultation with teacher participants.

•
•

Conducted exit interview with teachers.
Concluded transcription of data and field notes.
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APPENDIX F

PORTFOLIO PROCESS MATRIX

Collection

Student

Teacher

Institution

Family

Selection

Reflection

Presentation

Evaluation

APPENDIX G
INTERVIEW CATEGORY DEFINITIONS
Show
Student refers to showing work in the portfolio to someone, usually parents or teacher,
but does not mention explaining, answering questions or comparing the pieces to other
work.
Like it
Student responds that he or she chose a piece of work because he or she likes it without
giving further explanation.
Improve
Student refers to increasing skill or knowledge over time.
Keep work
Student refers to portfolio as a place to keep things, but does not refer to picking out
particular pieces from classroom files or reviewing things over time.
Look back
Student refers to looking back at something that was done previously but does not
identify any specific reason for doing so.
Compare
Student refers to using multiple pieces of work to evaluate the quality of a piece of work.
Handwriting
Student refers to handwriting as an important element of a piece of work.
Hard work
Student chose an item for his or her portfolio because it was "hard to do."
Choices
Student refers to making a decision between different pieces of work while selecting
what to keep in his or her final portfolio.
Fun
Student talks about choosing an item because it was "fun” or liking portfolios because
they are fun.
Neatness
Student refers to the physical appearance of a piece of work as a reason for choosing it or
as the basis forjudging its value.

174

APPENDIX H
MS. A’S TABLE OF CONTENTS & GOAL SETTING FORMS
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PORTFOLIO CONFERENCE #1
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APPENDIX I
MS. L’S TABLE OF CONTENTS
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APPENDIX J
EXAMPLE OF ONE STUDENT’S TABLES OF CONTENTS
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APPENDIX K
EXAMPLE OF ONE STUDENT’S GOAL SETTING PAGES

PORTFOLIO CONFERENCE #1
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